The R mWrld Legacy
by F. A Javor

Version 1.0
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PROLOGUE

I'"msix-feet-four, weigh two hundred pounds, and swi m
about as well as a porous rock. Al the sane, | pressed
nmysel f down into the black water the sparse weeds sprang
from 1listening.

Li stening. Straining nmy ears in the heavy darkness until |

t hought the skin on the back of my neck woul d pop. Know

ing that the rise and fall of the sounds those who were after
me were making was not in their nearness or distance, but in
ne.

Warily, swearing inside at the way the strength in ny
hands was coming and going, | started working away at the
base of a tall reed.

Bending it. Pulling it down to me slowy, slowy, all the
time aware to the point of torture that in the night-vision
gl asses the nen tracking me were sure to be wearing, a
nmoverent, unless it be heartbreakingly slow, would show as

a sudden flaring of bright yellow against the dull red of the
overal | background still ness.

"Pi ke," soneone shouted, his voice coning at a | ow point
in my hearing, but | could nake out my own nane well
enough.

"Pi ke. Cone out. Gve yourself up. Don't make us come in
after you."

G ve nyself up. There were children's and wormen's voi ces
mngled with those of the nen after nme, and the sound of

t hem added that thin frosting of urgency to ny predi cament
that had ne fighting to hold at bay the unreasoni ng tenpta-
tion to break and run. Break and run and evade ny pursuers
by sheer ani mal speed.

Sheer ani mal speed against the aninmal thing after ne. The

thing that brought its wonen and children with it to the

hunt. The thing that by this act revealed itself to me to be no
poli ceman's posse that mght be content to capture and to

hold ne. The thing that cried out to ne to give nyself up to

it

The thing that was a how i ng nob.

Panic tried to force its treacherous way into the racing of
ny m nd.

| fought to hold it in check and kept pulling the reed down
slowy, fearful that it would slip fromm weakeni ng hands
and the motion of its snapping erect betray nmy location as
surely as if 1'd sent up a flare.



Fighting, for the same reason, the urge to shake ny head

to ease the prickle of the old scar |I could feel throbbing on
the top of ny balding head. The scar that was a souvenir of

the Second Police Action. Thin, alnost invisible, it seened to
have a sensor of its own that made it tingle when it thought I
was about to head into sonething that, if | was lucky, 1'd live
to regret.

And now at last | had the reed flat in the water and
hi dden, cl ose to ny body.

| began twisting it Slowy, slowy, but hurry, before they
can rig and bring up the heat detectors that will use the
warnth of your own body as a beacon to hone in on

Twi sting the reed. Swearing silently at my hands and their
unsure grip that was naking of so sinple a task so fornida-
ble a project. Fighting to keep ny lungs from gasping their
air and make trenble the high grasses around ne. Make
themtrenble and the notion betray me to ny pursuers.

| felt the reed weakening and now it was free in ny
grasp.

| strangled nmy gasp of relief and, forcing nyself to wait
until | felt ny grip onit firmng, | broke off the tip. Then
raising one end to ny nmouth, | blewinto it

I blew, feeling ny cheeks puff out and straining until the
pi npoints of |ight danced red and yellow in my eyeballs and
the strength of my lungs ebbed away.

Not hi ng
The reed was plugged. Menbranes crossing its di aneter

Pressed down in the chill water but sweating, | groped in
t he darkness for another reed. Thin, but sturdy.

| found one, pulled it down and worked it free as carefully
as |'d done the first one even though now | could hear,
dimMy, and nore clearly, and dimy again as ny hearing
phased in and out, the unmi stakabl e beat of approaching
hover-craft.

Hover-craft, heat-detecting units jerry-rigged on | ong ca-
bl es to hang bel ow t hem and sweep close to the water in
their search for the warnth of ny body. My head, ny face
woul d be enough.

Hover-craft, nore than one fromthe sound, and sooner

than |1'd expected. They nust be units commandeered from

t he spaceport that was the chief reason for Poldrogi's exis-
tence. The planet's city police could not have been cleared to
nmove outside their jurisdiction so quickly. The nen in those
hover-craft would be as free of official control as the nob on
t he ground.

Hurry now, hurry, but do not nove w th anything but
agoni zi ng sl owness | est your notion flare brightly yellow in



the night-vision glasses of your hunters.

Using the thinner reed as a reaner, | poked into the |arger
one, first fromone end and then fromthe other

Again | blewinto it and this tune ny breath was unob-
structed. The inner passage of the long reed was clear

Carryi ng ny newnade tube, and stopping only when the

drag of the water threatened to wench it fromny fingers, |
groped in the darkness for deeper water. (Oddly enough, even
t hough no one, not even the SpaceNav experts back in ny
servi ce days, had been able to teach me to swim | had no
particul ar fear of deep water. And even if | had, the racket
of hover-craft, now clear in the night behind me, would have
gi ven me reason enough to press on

From the sound of things, it was plain to me that 1'd just
about had all the tune | was going to get to find out how
deep the seni-swanps that were the |akes of Poldrogi could
becone.

I found a clunp of weeds that felt a little thicker than the
rest and, blowi ng through ny reed to clear it, put one end
anong themso that it might the better escape the notice of
ny pursuers.

The other end of ny reed | put into ny nouth and,
pi nching nmy nose between my fingers as best as their phasing

strength would let nme, | let nyself settle down, the black
wat er cl osing over ny head, plugging ny ears with its char-
acteristic roar, until | sat on the silted and treacherous-

feeling bottom

They woul d not cone after me, | hoped, once they'd | ost
me in their night-vision glasses, until there was daylight
enough to see ne by.

I was lucky, | suppose, that this was Pol drogi and not

Li nedo or Parsi or any one of the nore fashionable tourist

pl anets that nade of their scenery a feature, flooding it with
lights that came on automatically at the approach of a

human.

But Pol drogi was, after all, only a transit world. A place to

transship cargoes or wait out starship connections and aside
fromthe anticrinme lights in the spaceport city itself, its
Council of Peers was not one of waste power on |ighting up

t he countryside.

Al |1 could do for now was wait, knowi ng that the hover-
craft, their heat detectors dangling beneath them were
crisscrossing over nmy head. Wait in the pul sing water and
hope that ny breath, traveling the Iength of the reed 1'd
sel ected, would energe in a wi sp cool enough to escape

di scovery.

A search robot, | knew, would not be comrandeered, |ike
a hover-craft, and sent in after me. They were designed to



keep the starships and their cargo hol ds cl ear of stowaways
and other unwanted visitors and would not function in deep
wat er. But soneone might think to search over their bills of
lading in the hope that there mght be in one of the ship-
ments an android hunter on its way to a sporting world. And
I could not hide fromnyself the know edge that if it were
activated and sent to ferret me out, | would stand no chance
against a thing that only | ooked like a nman.

| pushed the unsettling thought out of my mind. To give it
pl ay now, when | was over ny head in water, trying to

i gnore the unseen things that bunped and slithered against
me in the bl ackness, could only build the panic that would
destroy ne.

No. For now the only thing to do is to wait. Wit and try

to think of how you got into this predicanent in the first

pl ace. Then, nmaybe you will be better able to figure out what
to do when you get out and away from here. |If you get out

and away fromhere. 1f....

Stop. Stop thinking along those lines. Think of the girl

The girl. She had been by the open transhaus w ndow
when | stepped in through the corridor door

CHAPTER ONE
POLDRCOG .

| came awake to the sound of a pounding on the panel at
the side of ny head and the sight of a sterile blue-green
surface so close to ny face as to seemto be pressing down
upon ne.

Bunk. I"'min ny bunk, but | feel heavy; planet heavy. The
grav units ... something wong with the ship's grav units.
Trouble . . . the pounding in ny ear.

And then | knew where | was. | shook ny head and
blinked, trying to clear ny sl eep-clogged nose and throat of
the acrid chemical bite of the disinfected wash of air.

There were no grav units for sonething to be wong wth.
The pull on ny body was a natural one. | was not in ny old
bunk aboard the SpyEye |V, but in a Poldrogi transhaus

sl eep cubicle, and the poundi ng was bei ng done by soneone
in the corridor outside ny coffinlike enclosure.

| slid back the thin plastic panel. "Wat?" | said. "Wat do
you want? My tinme's not up." | funbled in the wall pocket
behi nd ny head for ny wist-chrono. "I've got two ..

maybe t hree hours. "

The fat man standing in the corridor showed ne his

handmade Pol drogi teeth. "Lady to see you," he said, giving
the first word the [ocal accent that made it sound |ike

"l ead-y."

"Upstairs. My office," he said full into ny face.



Lord. Do they even nake their transhaus managers eat
t hose miserabl e disinfectants?

| stared at his fat face peering in at me. W knew | was
here? Who even knew | was alive? Lady, he'd called her, and

| knew transit-world locals well enough to know that if that's
what he called her, then that was what she was, and not

some corridor-wal ker trying to drumup a little trade with an
ex- SpaceNav servi ceman.

And with starship passage rates being figured not by the
person but by the pound, anyone with his heft couldn't be
anything but a local. Space warp technique or no, it still took

power and noney to nove a weight fromone place to
another. It would take plenty of both to nove him

"A lady?" | said. "For nme? Are you sure?"

"She ask for pho-tographer. You it.

Phot ogr apher. Then she'd asked for ne, not by nane, but

by business. It could mean she had a job she wanted done
and it could al so nean that she wasn't too sure how si non-
pure an assignment it was. Alady with a clean photo job in
mnd didn't go down into a spaceport transhaus to find
soneone to do it for her

She wasn't too sure about it, and she was | ooking for a
phot ogr apher who needed the noney.

| was a photographer ... and | needed the noney. Lord,
did I need the noney. | could at least listen to what she had
to say.

| pushed the panel all the way back and slid out of ny
cubicle. "Thanks," | said to the fat manager. "Thank you for
calling ne."

He showed nme his hand-carved teeth again. "No thanks.
You only one here. | tell lady you cone."

| watched himshuffle away fromme. He was broad, but

then the corridor wasn't any wider than it needed to be and

he just about filled it with his beam The scuffs, the crushed
shorts, the T shirt he had on may have had some color to

t hem once, but the constant washing, the sterilizing that
transhaus regul ations called for had | ong ago bl eached it out
until now they | ooked to have been dipped in drying and

faded bl ood.

It was clean, all right. It was cheap. But it wasn't fancy.

| snaked my travel junmpsuit out of the mesh bag at the

back of the cubicle, shook it to free it of the winkles it had
pi cked up, stepped into it. The zipper was stiff, its tab

ski npy, but | managed to work it closed and stood for a

monent wondering if it would | ook better if | took ny

caneras with me or left themuntil 1'd heard what the



worman upstairs wanted of ne.

| snorted. Why be cute and pretend that nmy tongue wasn't
hangi ng out for the job? If she didn't think I'd be eager, she
woul dn't have cone to this place. | glanced down at ny | ow,
tropi cwei ght boots. They were travel -scuffed, badly, but did it
matter?

| pressed ny thunb against the | ockplate of the safebox at
the foot of the bunk-shaped cubicle, waited for the "ding"
that woul d show that the print had been recogni zed and,

when it canme, raised up the narrow lid and lifted out ny
caner as.

My record unit. Smaller than a deck of cards, it stored its

i mges on a coil of split-8 nmetallic foil and coul d shoot them
individually or in a continuous strip that could run for el even
m nutes at one exposure every hal f-second.

For light, it had twin electronic flashtubes, one behind each
of the tiny windows at its upper corners. These could be fired
i ndividually or together, or set to go off alternately when the
canera was set for continuous operation

Shockproof, watertight, | used it for the things | needed to
keep a record of or didn't want the bother of copying. dient
agreements, setups | mght need to repeat, ship schedules. It
went into the zi ppered pocket on the left sleeve of ny

junpsuit.

And mmy pretty canera. Correspondent type, but |arger than

nmost carried, 1'd had it specially fitted with a pic-hold finder
that let ne see what |1'd caught before | permanized the

mat chi ng hol ogram record

It had cost me all of ny severance pay and a little extra,

but at the tine | figured it was worth it. A man is no better
than the tools of his trade, that sort of thinking. And | did
have hi gh hopes of opening up the star-worlds with it.

Only the star-worlds didn't nmuch seemto care if a bal ding,
ex- SpaceNav Photo Mate opened them up or not. Everything

wi thin reasonabl e reach of ny canera had al ready been

nore than thoroughly opened up or was being eyed by a

maj or network so that, in my hunt for sonething fresh

enough to jolt someone into an acceptance, | found nysel f
drifting nore and nore off the beaten spaceways that had
foll owed the population flowin toward the center of the

gal axy, and farther and farther out along the | oose spiral of
its arms to where its rimtrailed off into the intergal actic
voi d.

That | should be the only photographer [oose in a transit
worl d transhaus did not particularly surprise ne. Poldrogi's
topsi de hostels were not particularly overlarded with swank,
but they did have infinitely nore appeal for men with firm
contracts and expense accounts. O even wth paying con-
tracts al one.



Automatically, and fromlong habit, | checked the charge

of nmy recordi ng chanmber and of the short-pul se, |ow

intensity | aser speedlight and its synchroni zed reference-beam
emtter that nestled close up under the flaring and filter-

shi el ded hol ogram aperture, before | slung ny camera by its
strap around ny neck

| gave ny sleep cubicle a final check to make sure | hadn't
forgotten anything, gave the scar on my head a thorough
rubbing that | hoped would last it for a while, and wal ked to
the end of the narrow corridor

Wal ked past the other cubicle panels, open and shut. It

was nore |ike wal king through a mausol eumthan a hostelry

for the living. Walked to the end of the corridor and started
up the spiraling ranp that led to the surface | evel and the fat
manager's of fice.

CHAPTER TWO

The manager had his door slid back against Poldrogi's
airless heat and | saw her standing at the open w ndow
opposite before | rapped on the scrubbed-white janb.

She turned at the sound, nmoving with a suppl eness that

made ny eyes automatically flick to the dark arch of her left
eyebrow in search of the telltale, faintly glowing, lilac "A"
that the | aw made nandatory.

It wasn't there, of course. Androids, even feral e ones,

were around, but they were as expensive to buy and naintain
as a privately owned spaceyacht. And just as likely to be out
and unattended on a transit world.

My eyes, |ike any photographer's, explored the bones of
her wist as she held out her small hand to nme. Know ng
fromtheir structure, under the real-fur bangle, that her
ankl es in those pi pestem boots the wonen were wearing this
season woul d be well worth the | ooking at

"M-ister Pike? Mster Eli Pike?"

She spoke hesitantly, the delicacy of her voice matching
that of her bones. Her Intragal actic English had an accent |
couldn't quite place, yet sonehow | seened to sense in it an
echo of a land lying open and prostrate under the heat of a
puni shing sun

The fat manager had been right. This was no corridor-
wal ker .

So why then, all of a sudden, was ny scar itching?
| kept nmy hand away from ny head and | ooked around
for the transhaus manager but he did not seemto be in the

room

"Yes," | said. "I'mPike."



"Good," she said and smiled. "Could we go somewhere ..
and tal k?"

Normal Iy, | could expect the fat manager to be here in his
office to give ne the receipted bill for nmy sleep-time. But just
because he wasn't now in the roomdid not nean that he

couldn't be somewhere outside it with a thick ear pressed
cl ose against a thin part of the wall. And if she had sone-
thing to say that she was in sone way not sure of . . . ?

This is where | should have cut out, the way the scar on

nmy head was acting up. But | pressed it hard with nmy palm
faking the scratching. Don't be silly, | said to nyself, and
maybe to ny scar. If this is the kind of a package they're

putting trouble up in these days, where do | line up for ny
shar e?

But aloud | said, "I'm... I'"'mjust on ny way out for
something to eat. Wuld you join ne, Mss ... ?"

But she let my question just hang there unanswered. She
| ooked at her wrist-chrono, pushing back the broad bangle
with a fingertip.

"Thank you," she said. "But | don't think we have the
time. Couldn't... couldn't we just talk as we wal ked?"

| shrugged. If she didn't want to be overheard, then just
bei ng outside and in notion was no particul ar hel p agai nst
anyone even half serious about listening in on what she had
to say. But then, maybe on her world they didn't have
directional pickups and tracking equi prment.

"Fine," | said. "That will be just fine," and | stepped back
for her to go out the door before ne.

She did, but as she passed the manager's desk coning
toward me, | saw her lay two coins on its flat top; heard
their dull, plastic click

Two coins. Double eagles. Forty Earth dollars just for
findi ng a photographer anong the registration slips in his
"occupi ed" file? Who needed an itching scar to set his teeth
on edge?

Al the same | followed her out of the slowy revolving
mai n door and onto the spaceport perineter walk.

CHAPTER THREE

Transit worlds, | was beginning to suspect, cane in but
two varieties. Cold enough to freeze the proverbial nut off its
bolt, or hot enough to fry.

Pol drogi was the frying kind, bearable only because of the
extreme shortness of its day. It was little nmore than a pl ace
in space where a freighter could warp out |ong enough to

make the planetfall necessary to transship a cargo or to drop



of f, amid a general shaking of heads, a diehard passenger or
two bound for one of the rimworlds.

After all, a man did not head for what the planets closer

to the gal axy nucleus called "the hone of the |oon and the
| oner" unless he was pretty nmuch one or the other hinself,
and the rimworlders were becomng, nore or |less, a breed

unto thensel ves.

It had seenmed to ne to be a better place than nost to | ook
for the unusual and the unexpected.

The unusual and the unexpect ed.

Li ke the booted and fur-bangled figure of the girl walking
ahead of ne. Her home planet nust be a scorching place for
her to walk so lightly in the heavy press of Poldrogi's heat.

I blinked against the glare of the high sun, ny eyes

wat eri ng, and noved to overtake her, but she had stopped by
the side of a small, dark-green-and-black surface skinmer
and was nmotioning ne to slide into its small double seat.

| hesitated, ny head scar itching, and she chose to m sin-
terpret my hangi ng back.

"I"'msorry," she said. "But the hostel had no cars with
aircooled interiors."

That shoul dn't have surprised her and maybe it didn't
When you were an out-of-the-way place |ike Poldrogi, you
had to ship in just about everything you used, and that

i ncluded a snmall surface skimer.

And if you wanted it to reach you in something that
resenbl ed a usable lifetime, then you had to span the dis-
tance fromplanet to planet, fromstar to star, at a rate a
great deal better than the speed of light.

That meant the space warp

That al so meant heavy power expenditure even though the
warp didn't seemto go by how physically | arge an object
was, nor by how great the distance you wanted to send it. It
seened to be the breaking into and the breaking out of the
force field that ate up all that power.

And that seemed to be a function of the object's nmass; its
pure weight. A tiny shotgun pellet, for exanple, needed no
nore power to be sent to a distant sporting world than did
an inflated target marker, if they both wei ghed the sane.

And power, as always, costed.

This didn't nean that the traffic was light; far fromit. But
it did nean that if your hostel was a cut |ess than fashion-
able, you didn't waste your noney bringing in sonething with
the weight of a car-cooling unit just in case one of your
transients mghtn't be willing to take a little of the heat you
lived with.



One thing, though, that the weight-power property of the
warp made cheap was the galactic mail.

Hal f a planet's daily comuni cations could be, and were,

made to fit onto a tissue-thin rectangle of plastic about the
size of a man's pal mand wei ghing next to nothing. Flat,
automatically gui ded, web containers, weighing as little as the
nunberl ess el ectronically recorded nessages packed into

them streamed into and out of asteroid and satellite posta
subst ati ons.

But straight mail was the only kind of service avail abl e at

| ow price. To make a parcel of ny canera invited arm and-

| eg shipping rates. Yet even a thick sheaf of the hol ograns

that represented the pictures |'d taken with it could be sent
anywhere in the galaxy, as a pinpoint-sized pattern of magne-
tic inmpulses, for literally the price of a single stanp. And, of
course, infinitely faster than any light or radio wave coul d
have carried them

| shook ny head at the girl hol ding open the skimer
door.

"I"'d like to know a little of what you have in mnd," | said
to her. "After all, | have ny license to think of."

This was true, but only partly. How could | tell her that

my scar was itching me to the point where the sweat | felt
trickling down nmy sides inside nmy junpsuit wasn't all due to
Pol drogi's heat?

She | ooked puzzled. "Your |icense? To take a picture?”

"No," | said. "I don't need a license to take a picture. |
mean ny license to carry a canera."

How far out was her native world for her not to know

that, since the hard | esson of the Second Peace Action
caneras, recorders, transmitters, anything |larger than the
personal , |limted-range receivers nost people carried, had to
be specially licensed? And the licenses, issued by BuPersSec,
t he Bureau of Personnel Security, were alnost inpossible to
get without a Service record to prove your dependability.

Still, the gal axy was some hundred thousand |ightyears
across, and she might really not have heard of a CE license.

O, nore to the point, |like nost people who knew that a
canera woul d record whatever they put in front of it, she
still just didn't think of one as being a piece of communica-

tions equi pnent.

But fine wist bones or no, a transit world was no place for
a phot ographer to be hung up without a license that was a
must if he was to ply his trade.

Not that the Poldrogi police could lift mne fromne
per manently. BuPersSec had not left that potential blackjack
to the discretion of any |ocal satrap. But the police of any



pl anet could i mpound a man's CE |icense pending an investiga-
tion and a hearing before the Bureau

And if 1'd had the noney credits to risk being stranded on
atransit world for even a short time wthout the use of ny
caneras, |'d be doing ny sleeping in a place other than a
spaceport transhaus.

Pol drogi was no different fromany place that existed
chiefly by catering to people who just passed through it.
There is action, there is a ready flow of nobney credits. But
the flowis in the main fromtransient to | ocal

And if you happen to be a transient with the bad |uck, or

the bad judgnent, to go broke. . . . Well, who can blanme the
local if he takes it out on you for the slights, the insults, the
downright indignities and indecencies he's had to put up with
fromtransients with nore noney and better brains than to

get thenselves stranded on his world.

The ook on the girl's face was still one of puzzlenment, but
she'd been holding it too | ong. She may not have known

about a CE license, but she was stalling about sonething.
Sonet hi ng that had brought her to the spaceport transhaus,
and whi ch she now | ooked to be groping around for a way to
start to tal k about.

The spaceport transhaus.
The Pol drogi spaceport transhaus.

| slid into the skinmer seat. "Let's go," | said, and added,
to nyself, "before ny brains catch up with ny head."

CHAPTER FOUR

She drove the skimer well, and her handling of it, her
giving it no nore acceleration than it needed to clear the
spaceport tarmac, her not wasting its fuel on a jackrabbit
start, all gave clear indication that she was accustonmed to
travel in power-starved areas.

"Look, Mss. . . ," | said, letting ny voice hang in the air
once nore.

This time she finished for ne.

"Ms.," she said. "Ms. Brigit Plagiar. My husband is
Anton Pl agi ar. You have heard of him perhaps?”

Anton Plagiar. | played the nane over in ny head, but it
rang no bells.

But the Ms., and her seening not to know how to begin
wi th her proposition did.

A transom j ob.

Back at her hostel her husband was in a roomwth
somebody he shouldn't have been with ... or she knew when



he woul d be. And she wanted ny canera and ne poki ng our
snout through the transom above the | ocked door. My | aser
and its reference beamwould flood the roomwith their thin
ruby light when they went off, but once |I had the evidence,
that didn't really matter

A transom j ob.
| woul d have bet on it
I woul d have | ost.

At the first service intersection she turned her skinmer,
not to the right and the hostels and transient traps as I'd
expected her to do, but to the left.

To the left and toward the residential area of the
spaceport conpl ex.

Toward the sun-bl eached wood- and- baked-nud residenti al

area and through it. Through it and out into the open
country beyond, the air cushion of the skinmer sending up a
| ow billow of dust and snmall stones fromthe parched surface
of the raw, unpaved road. The rush of air past the open

wi ndows, though hot, was nore bearable than standing still.

As we rode between the sparse and stunted growh, she

tal ked agai nst the wind in what nust have been, for her, an
unaccustomed shout. And as she did, | wondered why ny

bl asted scar would not stop its itching.

This was no transomjob for it to fret over. Far fromit

Anton Pl agi ar, her husband, was a man with a bi g bank-
roll and a bigger heart.

For this | had to take her word although, being his wife,

she should certainly be the one to know. But then | suppose a
man doesn't top his nmoney gifts by taking the trouble to
become a conmpetent magician for the sol e purpose of going
fromplanet to planet, fromhealth home to heal th hone,
putting on shows for their shut-ins, wthout there being sone-
thing in his heart other than the blood it had to punp.

They were newly arrived on Pol drogi she was telling ne,

Anton and Brigit Plagiar, but already he was planning to give
a denonstration of magic for the children at the Wayfarer's
Home which, incidentally, we ought to be com ng into sight

of soon.

Could I ... would I photograph his performance so that
she, Brigit, could add the pictures to her scrapbook?

That sounded i nnocent enough, so why did she seemto be
havi ng so nuch trouble getting the words out?

But scrapbook pictures. My financial spirits sagged. That
meant that sinple blowps fromny record canera woul d
do, and not the 3D shots |I'd hoped her job would call for



But no. Hol ograns and their three-di nensional reconstruc-
tions were what she wanted. And the way she began pul ling
credits fromher shoul der purse when we got to the question

of nmy fee, sure made it seemthat their cost didn't seemto be
much of a handicap to her, although | couldn't help but

notice the last little groping notion her hand made in her bag
before it finally came out enpty.

Al the ready cash she had for sonme scrapbook pictures?

But | nodded. "It's a deal,"” | said, hoping she wouldn't
think I was sone kind of a nut fromthe way | was rubbing
nmy pal mon ny itching scar

Pol drogi's fast-noving sun was past its peak, but a ful
press of heat burned down on us still when Brigit coasted her
skimer to a stop and we | ost the breeze of our notion

A woven-reed fence, shoul der high, and through its broad
opened gates, a scrubby lawn hip deep in children, all yelling
and shouting. And beyond themthe flat, one-story baked-

mud- bri ck buil ding of the Home itself.

Bushes, dry and stunted | ooking, cluttered the area cl ose

up to the Home and were scattered in clunps about the
crowmded |l awn, their only effect being to enphasize the
bur ned- out | ook of the place.

Twi light couldn't cone any too soon on a world Iike
this.

In the mddle of the alleged lawn and all the furor, there
fl oated, about a yard-and-a-half off the ground, a circular
platform and when | saw it | nodded ny approval

Long ago, when | was only a little bigger than these

children noisily swarmng all around Brigit and nme, magic

had been a pretty serious interest with ne, and it pleased ne
to see the mark of a man who knew what he was about.

There is nothing |ike open space under a perforner's stage to
put things like trapdoors or hidden assistants out of his
audi ence' s m nd.

| felt a hand lightly on ny arm and | ooked down to see

Brigit smling up at me. She said sonmething, but | couldn't
make it out in all that youthful din. I held up a hand, found
smal | pebble at ny feet, and tossed it under the floating

pl atform

To hold a stage up off the ground with ordinary hover

units was, of course, out of the question the way their bl ast
churned up the dust and debris and everything else in their
path. But you could use the new niniaturized anti-grav units,
or you could just let the stage sit on posts and a solid base
and nmask the view with the crisscrossing rays of dozens of
tiny refraction units.

Either way the units not only cost the proverbial satchelfu
of credits, but took a high degree of technical conpetence to



set up.

The arcing path of the pebble I'd thrown glowed faintly

blue for a brief nonment and | knew that Pl agiar was using
anti-grav units and that his under-platformspace was really
enpty of hiding places.

"You are a man of no small curiosity,” Brigit |aughed
when we were free of the press of the m dget crowd and
could hear her. And on her the tiny noustache of sweat
beadi ng her upper lip | ooked good.

Nosy woul d have been a better word for her to have used,

but | didn't correct her. I'd just noticed, at the X-braced
wood door of the pressed-down-1|ooking main building, a

cluster of three or four men in ordinary blue-and-yell ow

busi ness tunics. Conpactly built, they | ooked to be, all young,
al | tough | ooking.

And they seemed to suddenly be very interested in ne.
In nme, or in me and Brigit hanging frommy arm

I must have hesitated in ny stride, because | felt Brigit's
hand on ny armgive it a little tug and she led ne right up
the single broad step flanked by the scrubby pl antings and

toward t he eyei ng group.

Phi | ant hr opi st her husband m ght be, and here to give a
few nonents of pleasure to some unfortunate children, but |
knew a phal anx of bodyguards froma group of ordinary

pl ai ncl ot hes police when | saw one and, for that matter, so
did ny scar. But with Brigit on ny right armand nmy canera
off its strap around ny neck and in nmy left hand, there
wasn't nmuch | could do but let it itch.

W went up to and past the squat phal anx, they tracking
us with their heads and eyes as we noved.

At the |last possible moment, one of them | eaned forward

and | braced nyself, for what | didn't really know, but he
only hooked a thick finger over the outside latch of the door
and pulled it open for us.

"Thank you," | said, and when | | ooked back over ny
shoul der for the answer | did not hear himgive, a
strangeness in the | ook of the closing door nudged at ny
consci ousness.

A strangeness that nade it all the way and brought ne up
to turn and stare to be sure that 1'd seen aright.

| had.

In this strange place, the inside of the front door seened
to have no knob ... nor any other way of opening it that I
coul d see.

CHAPTER FI VE



Hard was not the word to describe the | ook of Anton

Plagiar's face. Driving was not it either. Yet | had the feeling
of | ooking at a man who was capabl e of exerting great

pressure if it nmoved himto do so

Inside, | shrugged. A man did not get to have the financial
stature he appeared to have w thout having sonme | ook of
tautness about him O maybe it was just the natural and

t o- be- expect ed keying up of a perforner before he goes into

his act. After all, Brigit had told nme that they'd nore-or-1|ess
just arrived on Pol drogi and al ready he was about to perform
for its children.

Physically, Anton Plagiar was a snmall man with thick

white hair built high on his head, and a thin white noustache
to go with it. He | ooked to be as conpactly put together as
one of his own bodyguards, the way, | was beginning to
notice, the rimworld people seened in the nmain to be. But
then | suppose they couldn't help but grow that way in a

pl ace where |livable space and food were anything but easy to
cone bhy.

But Pl agi ar | ooked a bit old for that to have been the case
with him although, after seeing Brigit, | may just have
expected himto be a nuch younger nan.

But the standard el ectric-blue evening tights and short
silver jacket he wore had never cone fromthe shop of any
rimworld tailor. "Sleek nucleus,"” their cut spelled, and
woul d have bet that no provincial tailor had ever gotten his
hands on material that could drape like that in his life.

Brigit did not introduce us, nor, for that matter, did
Pl agi ar even so nuch as nod in her direction when we cane
fromthe stuffy entry into the not much airier main hall

In his place, | think I would have done somet hing nore

than casually slide ny eyes across ny wife, particularly if she
cane in hanging on an armthe way Brigit suddenly seened

to be hanging on mne. Although | suppose | shoul d have

been happy that Plagiar didn't seemto mnd any nore than

he did because, now that | was well inside the room| saw

that there were other young nen scattered around it, al
conservatively dressed in blue-and-yellow, until the ordinary
busi ness tunics began to |l ook to nme |ike sone kind of
unobt r usi ve uni f orm

But Brigit had slid open the door to what | ooked |ike a

smal | study and was taking ny camera from ny hand.

didn't want to let it go, but | supposed that with all of the
bully boys that seemed to be thronging the place, it would be
nmore than well guarded on the small table beside Brigit's
shoul der purse.

"A small drink," she said, "while we wait" And sure

enough, | ooking past her into the shaded chamber, | saw, on
alowtable in front of the divan, glasses and a tall, cool -
| ooking bottle that made my nmouth water just to look at it



But | never got to find out what its contents tasted |like
because it seemed that no sooner had Brigit got ne settled on
the divan and was starting to fuss with the gl asses, when the
door she'd slid closed behind her opened and a bully boy
stuck in his head.

He spoke with the same strange accent |'d noticed on
Brigit, but heavier by far. But his nmessage was plain
enough.

The master wanted me on stage and ready when he made
his entrance, and that was right now

| sighed, disentangled my long |l egs fromeach other and

those of the divan table, and followed the bully boy. Half-
absently | noticed, when | scooped up ny camera, that it felt
vaguely strange in ny hand. | glanced at it, but there was no
m staking its larger-than-standard size, the special pic-hold
finder. It was ny canera all right

There was a flurry of activity going on in the nain hall as

| passed through it. Two of the bully boys had | ong red capes
over their shoul ders, the hoods thrown back. One of them

was fiddling with a glowing, lilac "A" on the tip of one
finger; the other had already pasted his over his left eyebrow
and was patting it nore firmy in place with a stubby mniddle
finger.

I grinned to nyself. Androids. There was a law in the

gal axy, heavily enforced, that an android had to wear his
telltal e badge, fitted to hi mwhen he was nmade, so that a
human woul d not be deceived by a resenblance that, wth
hi gh- grade work, was often inpossible to detect by the
unai ded eye or touch

But there was no | aw on any planet that a man coul dn't
masquer ade as an android, and Pl agiar woul dn't be the first

magi cian to outfit his assistants to | ook |ike something nore
gl anor ous than sinpl e humans.

And right now, because of their rarity and hi gh cost,
androi ds were both gl anorous and objects of great curiosity.
One woul d have been a rarity. Two, on the same stage with
him would give Plagiar's act a decided fillip.

Pl agi ar, hinself, was busy fitting the | oose hood of the red
cl oak he too had donned over his white hair and down to
shield his face.

My grin broadened when | saw that. Three nen, all

| ooking the same, | was sure, would follow ne out to the
floating platform

"Do not begin until | give you a signal." It was Brigit, who
had come out of the small study and now seened to be
headed for the back of the buil ding.

| nodded, smiling. | was pretty sure | knew what Plagiar's
openi ng effect was going to be.



At the blank front door the bully boy stopped and rapped
on its heavy panel. It was opened for him in a nonent, by
one of the bully boys outside.

Is there no way out of this place fromthe inside?

"There," said the bully boy guilding ne, pointing at the
circular stage poised in the air at the center of the | awn and
the mass of waiting children. "You go, and you wait."

I went, and I was ready to wait.
CHAPTER SI X

A yard-and-a-half off the ground. Plagiar's perform ng

stage fl oated about chest high to me and now that |1'd pressed

t hrough the steaming, chattering mass of children that circled
it and was close to it, | sawthat it was revolving very slowy,
giving the spiral pattern in magenta and yellow on its floor an
al nost hypnotic quality to watch.

| shook ny head, blinked ny eyes. That took care of
anyone seeing a trapdoor or any other kind of opening in the
stage fl oor.

| leaned down to | ook under the platform steadying ny-
self with one hand on its edge as | did so.

Firm

The platformwas not only firm but ny hand felt as
t hough there was a hidden pressure pushing against its
wei ght .

Gyr os.

Plagiar's platformnot only had anti-grav units to hold it
up, but an internal system of gyroscopes to keep it steady
agai nst the notoriously bouncy feel of shifting weight pres-
sures. He must have a potful of noney or the men working

for himwere technical geniuses ... nmaybe both. Yet, 1'd
never heard of him

The platformwas thin at its edge, no nore than four

inches, | guessed. But it thickened in toward its center, so
gradually that the foot or so depth it had at that point was
difficult to see even when you knew it had to be there and
were |l ooking for it as | was.

VWait. The man had said to wait.

| 1 ooked around for Brigit, wanting to | ocate her now so
that 1'd know where to | ook for her signal to start shooting
when her husband canme on stage.

| couldn't find her. And then, out of the corner of ny eye,

| saw a notion at the top of the Honme building. It was
Brigit, waving to me. She was at a corner of the roof, behind
a wai st-high parapet. It was a | ogical enough place from



whi ch to watch her husband' s performance, even though it
did nean she would be out in the raw heat of the sun

But then, even with the bushes, there was no nore real
shade down here than there was up there, and the roof at
| east had the illusion of airiness.

I waved back to her and then saw that her notion was
really a signal. She wanted nme up on the stage?

| pointed to nyself and to the stage and saw her nod.

I'd covered many shows, presentations, speeches, but al-
ways fromthe audi ence | evel or unobtrusively fromthe

wi ngs. No perforner |1'd ever met had wanted a phot ogra-

pher onstage during his act, diverting the audience's atten-
tion away from him

But she was Plagiar's wife and she should certainly know
how he wanted hinsel f covered.

| shrugged, set ny camera on the platform noting once
again its strange feel, and clanbered up after it.

There was a blare of trunpets, fromwhere | could not
tell, and then | found the sound was com ng from under ny
feet. Speakers, in the platform of course.

The babbl e of the children stopped for a nonment, and
then there was a shout of anticipation fromtheir treble
VOi ces.

| turned and saw t hree red-cl oaked figures, their long garb
trailing the ground, seemingly floating toward us.

They circled the platformonce, twice, then vaulted lightly
onto it and dropped down at once to becone three brooding,
hooded figures hunched at equal distances along its perine-
ter. None of them had come anywhere close to the center of
the platform

| looked at it now, my eyes squinting down, guarding
agai nst what | knew had to cone.

From under ny feet, a crescendo of sound and then the

flash. The flash of bright light and the billow of colorfu
snoke and, in its mdst, arms spread wi de, the white-haired,
nmoust ached figure in electric-blue and silver

| did not need to look at Brigit to know that there was no
poi nt in photographing this sudden apparition. It |ooked |ike
Anton Plagiar, it was supposed to, but it wasn't Anton

Pl agi ar .

This was the man who had borne the heat and disconfort

of being penned up in the conpartment hidden in the plat-

forms foot-thick center since it had been first set up, perhaps
hours earlier. It was a centuries-old technique for a magica
appear ance, and the gasp it brought fromthe audi ence of



children showed that it was still as good as it had ever
been.

And now the tenpo of the nmusic conmng fromthe plat-

form s hidden speakers picked up. The three red-hooded

figures rose and began to glide along the edge of the platform
with their peculiar flowing gait.

@diding and circling, raising and |owering their bodies;
swifter and swifter grew their pace, tighter and tighter their
circling path, passing first on one side of me and then on the
ot her.

And the Anton-double was waving his arns and t hen

suddenly, to the accompani ment of another gasp of children's
voi ces, in each of his hands was a stream ng banner of

yel | ow- and- nagenta to match the spiral of the platform

fl oor.

About his head and body he waved them their streamers
trailing and spiraling, the red figures gliding and circling.

Into the air he threw them Straight up and with a mghty
heave.

H gh they rose. Hi gher and higher and with all eyes fol-
| owi ng their soaring path.

M ne i ncl uded.

And then | caught nyself and snapped ny eyes back to

the center of the stage where the three red figures, their
cl oaks billowi ng, had converged upon and were swirling
about the one electric-blue-and-silver clad one.

And | knew that when the soaring banners fell back to the
stage the Anton-double would be inside one of the hooded
cl oaks and the nan who stepped forward to catch them and
go on with the show woul d be the real Anton Pl agiar

| brought ny canmera up to the ready, to catch the first of
nmy pictures as he did so.

| brought ny canmera up and the strangeness of its feel in
nmy hands al nost forced its way into the forefront of ny
consci ousness.

Al most, but not quite. Yet, just as a craftsman can pick up
a tool froma benchful of others |ooking exactly like it and
know it to be his own, so ny hands felt in ny canera a
strangeness as | lifted it up to ny face.

On the rimof ny vision | saw a noverment and | ooki ng,
saw Brigit waving, frantically it seenmed to ne, from her
vant age point on the roof.

| looked with ny eyes and ny mnd, but my hands noved
on their own in a pattern set by |ong habit



Down they pointed the canera and they squeezed its
rel ease.

Once, they squeezed it to check its operation against the
strangeness of the heft they sensed. Downward, to keep the
flash of even ny lowintensity and relatively safe |laser |ight
fromstriking needlessly the eyes of ny subject

Once, they squeezed, and | was staggered.

Under my feet the platform shuddered and di pped and,
whirring through the space ny head had just dropped away
from was a sound | hadn't heard since the Second Peace
Act i on.

| heard the thin, alnpst inaudible passage of the masher
beam from a sni per's weapon. Had it even so nmuch as
brushed ny skull, the bone-conducted vibrations would have
honogeni zed ny brain and | woul d have been dead even

bef ore nmy body could begin to fall

But even with the near-mss, ny head hunmed with the
passage of its peripheral shock wave and my refl exes were
nunbed to the point where |I could not fully control ny
body.

But nunbed reflexes or no, ny body remenbered its
conbat -l earned | essons for itself and started to drop ne fl at
to the floor of the nowtilting and |urching stage.

As | went down | saw, follow ng the pointing of ny

canera in ny hands, still nosed downward, a snaking, |iving
gash forming itself in the garish pattern of the platform
fl oor.

In a flash of understanding as brilliant as only hindsight
can be, | knew the reason for the feel of strangeness my cam
era had.

Soneone, and he coul d have had the chance only while ny
canera was resting on the small table beside Brigit's purse,
had removed the heart unit fromny relatively safe photo-
graphic laser and slipped into its clip a focused, high-
intensity, killer unit.

This was not a particularly startling devising. After all
hadn't the original laser used for its light source a photo-
graphi c flashtube?

But killer units operated in mcrosecond bursts of infrared
light. This beam was continuous and, squeeze ny rel ease as
hard as ny masher-beam stunned refl exes would let ne, |
couldn't shut it off.

And that was startling. A man who could build a high-
intensity, sustained-energy exciter and its power supply, and
do it compactly enough to add al nost undet ectabl e ounces to

t he wei ght of ny camera, had a degree of sinple technica
conpetence, that, if nothing else, bordered on the near-



m r acul ous.

And | sincerely did not know if | marveled nore at this

than | did at his, or their, audacity in using so hoary a dodge
as hiding a weapon in a canera; a dodge that, except for ny
hands' own ani mal sense in detecting the strange feel of the
canera they held, nmight have worked, perhaps because of its
very hoari ness.

The sl ashing, snaking laser, fromthe platform s nmad
pitching and rolling, must be playing havoc with the anti-grav
units holding it up, the gyros trying to keep it |evel

And now | consciously fought nmy own beam weakened

hands to keep the camera from slipping out of their grip.
Fought to hold it and to keep it pointed downward and away
fromthe now roiling, scream ng nmass of children around
ne.

Fighting the | aser beam and swearing at the animals who,

to kill a man, woul d choose a tinme and a weapon that, like a
hose that could not be turned off, would spray its death at

t he youngsters pressing close around him

CHAPTER SEVEN

| hit the ground rolling, flung there partly by the pitching
and tilting of the platform partly by ny own badly coordi-
nated efforts to escape.

Over and around nme was now the obscene-soundi ng bl at of

a police stun-gun firing; the Home's own guard, perhaps. |
felt a sudden wetness on ny ear and neck but | did not reach
up my hand to see if | had been hit.

My canera was under me; |'d managed that in ny falling.
Fl at, pointing downward, let its hellish | aser bore the
ground.

The children, at least, were safe fromit and whoever cane
to retrieve it should, after what had happened, have enough
sense to approach it with caution

| could not run; nmy stunned nerves would not direct ny
l egs to a proper rising sequence.

| rolled. Like a giant, elongated tunbl eweed before a hot
wi nd of panic, | rolled. Rolled for the shelter of the scrawny
bushes pressing agai nst the base of the Hone buil di ng.

It saved nme. That, and the masking roil of screamn ng
chil dren.

Rolling, | was flat to the ground and | suppose they
expected to see the running figure I'd tried to be except that
nmy knees wouldn't life ne.

A running figure ... and one going away fromthe area.

| rolled toward its center, thinking not of the guards or the



crowmd, but of the sniper. Fromthe direction of the house
he'd fired, and only the one tinme. Hi gh, he seemed to be, and
my instinct was to get in under his gun, below his |ine of
fire.

Into the bushes | rolled, snaking between them and the
dusty wall of the buil ding.

| lay panting, shaking my head although |I knew that it
woul d be no help in clearing it of the shockwave-induced
hum

| had never before been hit by the shock wave t hat
traveled, like a hard, invisible funnel, on the periphery of a

masher beam And, fromthe feel of it, this one tinme was
enough for ne.

Experinmentally, |I flexed ny fingers. Their strength did not
seemto be nerely dinnished, but also cane and went, cane

and went, like the phasing of a sound wave.
There was a weakness ... and then a slow building to
what seened like normal strength ... and then the weakness

and the strengthening again.

My hearing ... ny vision ... both seemed to ebb and fl ow
ebb and flow ... follow ng the sanme unsettling pattern

| peered as best as | could up the low front of the build-
i ng, |ooking for the sniper.

Leani ng over the parapet, scanning the bushes that half-hid
me, was Brigit. Then, at l|east, the sniper hadn't been on the
roof, else she would have seen him

But maybe he was, and nmaybe she had. Was she with ne

or had she set ne up to kill her husband, then be knocked off
nmysel f before | could defend or explain nyself? Explain
nmysel f, with the transhaus manager to back at |east that part
of nmy story, that it was she who had sought ne out, and that
I"d never even seen her husband before now, much |ess had a
notive to murder him

But what if she were as innocent of intent to kill as |
wasn't another young wife with a sniper boyfriend and an
urge to nudge an agi ng husband out of the triangle?

She could clear me ... and conpletely.

The sky behind Brigit had grown | ess eyeball-searing.

Pol drogi's quick sun was not yet low but it was getting there.
| peered up at her as best as ny phasing eyes and the thin
branbl e- branches woul d | et ne.

The killer |aser.

There was the killer laser in nmy canmera. Had she provided
the opportunity for it to be installed on purpose?



She needn't have. You could build the |laser then, know ng

of Brigit's propensity for having her husband phot ographed
for her scrapbook, just wait for the opportunity to insert it
i nto sone unsuspecting photographer's canera. It could just
have happened to be nme. It had happened to be ne.

Men and worren were mingled with the quieting children

now, |eading some out and away through the open gate,
herding the rest toward the Home, and toward ne, bidden in
the sparse growh at the base of its facade.

And there were those of the new arrivals who stood or
ran, shouting, still seeking ne, still circling the grounds; the
now sagged-to-the-ground platform

Pl agi ar was not in sight, nor were his bully boys.

Brigit. Dare | risk show ng nmyself to her, hoping that she
could make it down to me to intercede for ne ... to explain?

O, if I did, would she shout and point ne out to those
who were hunting nme and | et the nob perhaps do for her
what the sniper's beam hadn't been able to?

| peered up at her |eaning out over the parapet and
mentally | flipped a coin again and again. Dare | trust her, or
dare | not?

And then | | aughed and the nental coin stood on its edge.
There was no need for ne to risk ny ife on a wong deci -
sion. All | had to do was to wait until | could hear what

story she told the police | knew nust respond, if they weren't
al ready on the way, to the crowd's cl anor.

If she cleared ne | could energe fromhiding. If she had
her own tale to tell ... at least I'd know where | stood in
that quarter.

H de, until | could hear a newscast or see a newsfax.

H de, but not here. The cover was thin and the police
woul d search the grounds as a matter of routine.

Get away, but how?

On noonl ess Poldrogi, with its short, short day, night fel
al nrost as rapidly as pulling down a shade, but | could not
wait for its cover.

| could not wait, period.

Among the nmen gathering on the Hone | awn were those

who wore junpsuits and coveralls not unlike the one | had
on. Perhaps if | energed and noved about purposefully,
pretended to be one of them |ooking for mysel f? After all,
how many of them had been here to see ne on the platform
and so could recognize ne now? Very few, if any at all, now
that Pl agiar and his bully boys had vani shed.

And to be caught in the act of hiding would, in itself, be a



dammi ng identification

I had no real choice but to try to brazen it out. It was
either that or take to ny heels in headlong flight, and, by this
action, betray nyself to the gathering crowd.

| waited for a rising phase in the unnerving ebb and fl ow,
ebb and flow of my strength and when it cane, took a deep
wavering breath, raised nyself up ... and stepped as casually
as | could out of the shadow of the bushes and onto the

[ awn.

A shout, a pointing ... and an aninmal surge of the crowd
in nmy direction.

But | had seen it for nyself and was al ready running.
Running as only the desperate can ran

Runni ng for the all-enconpassing fence. Running and

praying that the strength of ny legs, nmy body, ny hands,
woul d not fail me, abandon ne to the thing that was finding
its throat behind ne.

My neck, ny shoul der, the side of nmy head. The feeling of
wetness |'d felt strike at them The stun-gun. Its charge had
not hit nme, but its projectile had been froma riot shell

A riot shell, designed not only to stun the man it struck,

but to spray and splash his conpanions around himwith a
telltale dye so that for forty-eight hours, at |east, no matter
how they ran, how they tried to blend with the innocents

about them they could not conceal froma seeking eye the
guilty fact of their presence on the scene.

My shoul der, nmy neck, ny head ... they glowed in the
| owering angle of the sun with a green so vivid it was al nost
audi bl e.

| amnot an athlete, | have never been, but ny urgency
lifted me over the fence and into the scrubby brush beyond
it.

I ran. Swearing at the branbles that would catch and hold
me back. Swearing at the assassin who woul d make of ne a
tool. Swearing nost of all at nyself for not heeding the
war ni ng of ny scar when first | set eyes on Brigit ... first
heard her speak to ne in her oddly accented voice.

| ran, dodging, falling, changing my direction, hearing the
sounds of pursuit grow and dim nish and sweating out the
nerve-stretching strain of not knowing if they were really
falling behind me or if it was just ny own flawed hearing
pl ayi ng ne fal se.

I ran, evading yet never losing nmy pursuers, until | stum
bled, in the at-last-fallen darkness, into the black and weed-
dotted waters of a Pol drogi | ake.

CHAPTER EI GHT



| sat, over my head in black water, breathing through a

reed, feeling the ooze of the | akebottom beneath me sucki ng
at me; feeling the unsettling bunp and nudge of night-blinded
things slithering against ne.

| sat, waiting for those who would nake of nme their prey
totire in their hunt

Tire, not enough to abandon their searching for me, |
could not hope for that. To them | was a woul d-be killer
and vi ci ous.

Vi cious and callous, to place their children in so terrible a
danger. Their determnation to seize ne was, | was certain,
as great as mne would have been had | been in their place;
had it been a child of mne so placed in jeopardy.

But they would tire enough, | hoped, to be for the noment
satisfied with the setting up of a guard and the waiting out of
the night that, on their noonl ess planet, was shorter, even,
than the tune of their daylight.

A letting up of vigilance that mght give me the slim edge

| needed to evade themconpletely, or at least until the
telltale dye lost its green glow ... or | could learn how Brigit
meant to tell her story.

Around e, the water churned up by the blast fromthe
crossing and recrossing hover-craft had let up its tugging at
me. They might still be aloft, their heat-detectors dangling,
but if they were, they had at | east shifted their operations
away fromthe weeds in which | was hiding.

Cautiously, | raised nyself up, rocking a little to break the
sucking grip of the nud that would hold me, until ny head
was cl ear enough of the water's surface for nme to listen

From across the | ake came the sound of the hover-craft
beat i ng.

Good. For that nuch, then, | could be thankful. They
were now searching to find ne on the far shore which
probably woul d have struck out for had | been able to
SWi m

But | couldn't swm so | was still on the sane side of the

| ake as when I'd plunged into it A hard fact | was hoping
nmy pursuers woul d not guess.

Slow y, keeping my ear on the high sound of raised voices

as best as ny phasing hearing would let nme, and using it as a
guide, | groped along the | ake bottomwith feet | could not
fully trust to have the strength to hold ne, the full sense of
feel to guide ne.

Breat hi ng through ny reed where the water was so deep
as to close over ny head; slithering on ny stomach and
hands where it wasn't, | made ny way al ong the shore,



expecting at any monment to hear a rousing shout of discov-
ery, feel the stupefying blast of a stun-gun, or the knifing
slash of a pistol's |aser.

And at long last, the voices in ny ear were faint, even
when ny hearing reached a high point inits ebb and fl ow,
ebb and fl ow.

In toward the shore | turned. In toward the faintly blacker
mass the scrubby undergrowt h nade agai nst the starshine
that was the only relief fromits darkness that Poldrogi's
nmoonl ess ni ght af f orded.

In | nmoved, until the upward sl ope of the rock-studded
bank was unmni stakable, the water frothing lightly against ny
ankl es.

Up the bank | staggered, fell forward onto it with sone-
thing akin to a gasp of relief, in spite of its sharp and craggy
feel.

| did not hear himapproach. In the blackness |I certainly
did not see him

Face down, | felt only the hard pressure of his weapon on

t he back of ny skull; heard only his voice, flat and quiet in
ny ear.

"Freeze," he said.

| froze.

CHAPTER NI NE

"Piot Kval," the man behind the battered wood desk said

in his heavy Pol drogi accent.

Hs uniformtunic was open at the neck and nottled to a

dark brown with sweat. In his hand he held a self-contained
power fan | arger than any |'d seen before, and he was

maki ng no progress at all with it on the sweat that beaded his
red face and bald head. If he'd used a mirror instead, his
eyes woul d have put a frost |line wherever they touched.

| stared at him

Stared at himand at nmy canera on the desk top in front
of him

My canera. O ean and undanaged and | ooki ng as though

I'd never crushed it to the earth beneath ny body; as though
it had never held any | aser but the one in its own innocuous
speedl i ght.

"Piot Kval," he repeated and waited for mnmy answer.
| shook ny head. "I don't know the name," | said. And
didn't.

"You do not know the name," he said. He reached out to



his desk, picked up ny wallet fromthe small array of ny
possessi ons spread out beside my canera; a scattering of

keys, coins, pocket flotsam ny sleeve canera, kept safe from
the cold Pol drogi |ake by its waterproof casing.

Slowy, alnost lazily, using only his one hand, his other not
putting down his fan, he exam ned his prize, fingering the few
plastic credits in their separate conpartment, idly turning
over the | eaves of the card section

W thout saying a word, he was putting a chill in the air.

| pulled closer about ne the thin blanket the police had

given me while they went over ny sodden junpsuit and

boots. It reeked of disinfectant, but it was better than stand-
ing before the police corporal in nothing but my skin. M

head and neck still glowed a bright green, | knew. They had
done not hi ng about the riot marker dye | was stained wth.
My beam shocked strength cane and went. | fought nyself

to keep it from show ng.
| knew what the col d-eyed corporal was | ooking for, and

was sure that he knew | knew. Yet when he canme to it he
flicked right on past it and, if he wanted nmy heart to skip a
beat, it did.

He flicked the small panel over, then flicked it back, as
t hough he'd just that nmoment noticed its contents.

He pressed open the clear plastic envel ope shape, inserted
a heavy thunb, sat there, not pulling out the yellow plastic
rectangle, not taking his thumb fromit.

He | ooked up at ne. "You gave us a great deal of trouble,
you know, " he said. "It was all nmy nen could do to keep our
peopl e from overtaking you."

If he neant to sweat me, he was doing it. | couldn't help
licking ny Iips. "Thank you," | said, and I think I mght have
meant it.

I couldn't take ny eyes off his thunb on ny Conmuni ca-
ti ons Equi prent |icense.

Ebb and fl ow went ny strength. Ebb and fl ow

"There are no thanks required," he said, speaking in the

same matter-of-fact manner as had the fat transhaus nanag-

er when he'd turned aside ny thanks for calling ne to what

I'd thought was a photo assignnent. "If we had tried to save
you fromthem openly, our people night have resisted our
efforts and it would have caused an enbarrassnent al

around. It is better that they should believe for a while that
they | ost you of thenselves."

He ran his thunb back and forth over the face of ny CE
license. If he meant to remind nme that he could pull it, he
didn't have to. "Wuld it nake a difference if | told you your
fingerprint had not yet been obliterated fromthe record?" he



sai d.

| didn't follow him | didn't follow anything. My canera
battered, perhaps even damaged where someone had smashed

it open to get at its killer |laser, would have been a starting
point for ne to at least begin to tell ny story.

My canera, clean and pristine |ooking, on the corporal's
desk. What could | say that it didn't give the lie to before
opened mny mout h?

| was staring at it and now | saw the corporal eyeing it
with a flicker of interest.

"Look," | said, taking the plunge. "Am | bei ng charged
wi t h anyt hi ng specific?"

The corporal's eyebrows went up. "Specific? A charge?"

He smiled, but his eyes did not warm and neither did he take
his thumb fromny CE |icense. "You feel a guilt, perhaps?

You nust remenber that you ran?"

"I ran," | said. "I heard a masher beam | got sprayed with
riot dye, and the nob took off after ne. | ran. | ran as hard
as | could.”

| did not nmention that my head had not let up its hunm ng
since the near-m ss passage of the beam nor that the phasing
in and out of my strength was just on the rimof my control

| did not mention this because what | wanted was out, and

not to be held for even nedi cal observation

But if the corporal did not finish with me soon, | knew the
wavel i ke surging would slip fromny control and be as
evident to him and anyone el se within spraying di stance, as
woul d be the effect of any waveli ke, surging action on any
tired and queasy stonach.

"A masher beam" the corporal was saying. "You are
famliar with the sound of a sniper's weapon?"

"Look anobng ny cards in your hand," | said. "You'll find
nmy SpaceNav di scharge. I'mfamliar with the sound of a
sni per's weapon. "

"Yes. And yet is it not mpbst curious? A weapon capabl e of
firing a masher beam... at a children's home? You could
not have been mi staken about the sound? A flying insect
perhaps? Coning at a critical nonment?"

H's thunb did not nove fromny CE |icense. And from
his tone | couldn't tell if I was the only one to have heard the
beam .. or if he even believed what |'d said.

Bel i eve what | said? He had the | ook of a man you'd just
taken a big pot fromasking to see your openers.

| touched a hand to the dye on nmy head. "This is no
m stake. It set ne up for the cromd. And sonethi ng was goi ng
on to get themriled up."



He was silent a |long moment, the only sound in the room
being that of my own breath in ny nostrils and the fault whir
of his fan.

Abruptly he pulled his thumb clear of ny CE |icense, spread
my wallet on the desk top in front of him "These," he said,
jabbing at my license with a thick forefinger. "These they do
not hand out wi thout some discretion. The fact that you are

t he possessor of an authentic one ..."

An authentic one! Then the corporal had checked it out
nore thoroughly than his casual manner with it had indi-
cat ed.
" possessor of an authentic one would indicate that you
are a man of sone dependability.”

He fol ded over ny wallet, |eaned back in his chair. "M.
Pi ke," he said, "I can tell you that the dye on your head was

not fired at you by any of ny men. It could be a ... a joke
of practicality, or it could be that soneone has designs upon
you.

He eyed ne a nmonment. "It could al so be that you have not
wi shed to confide in me ... that you are involved in some-
thing you do not wish to speak of to the police. "

He et his voice trail off and when, after a | ong nmonent |
did not speak, he raised it. "Kuba," he called, and, when a
sweating police private came in through the door behind ne,
"please see to it that the dye on M. Pike's head is coun-
teracted and that his things are returned to him"

He was no longer |ooking at me and his voi ce sounded
di sinterested. Was he turning nme | oose? It sounded like it

The police private saluted. "Yes, Corporal," he said, and

took hold of my arm

| pointed at ny canera and ny things on the desk. "Could
take themwith ne now?" | asked.

"I'f you wish," the corporal said. "Kuba will have a receipt
for you to sign."

When | hefted ny camera | knew |I'd been right. Its feel in

my hand was as it shoul d have been. | was sure that when

got the chance to look, 1'd find no killer laser, no beautifully
m ni aturized power pack.

| followed the private.

"Kuba," the corporal's voice cane after us, "when he is
ready, drive M. Pike wherever he wi shes to go."

He was turning me | oose, and with few questions. Wy?

| turned in the doorway. "Thank you," | started to say,



t hen, remenbering the |local reaction to thanks, stopped ny-
self in the mddle of the phrase.

The corporal |ooked up. "Yes?"

"I ... this Piot Kval, am| supposed to know hi n?" |
sai d.

"It is of no consequence,"”
is not known to you, it is not known to you

the corporal said. "If the nane

H s voice was an unm stakabl e disnissal and | was glad to

take the hint, even though | felt uneasy. | thought of it, but I
did not search ny clothes for hidden carrier-beamtransmt-

ters when Kuba brought themto ne, clean and dry.

"My wist-chrono," | said. "I had a wist-chrono."

Kuba tapped mnmy sl eeve pocket and, when | groped in it,
nmy fingers touched ny tinmepiece.

"Thank you," | said without thinking.

"Thanks are not necessary," Kuba said, but | was already
noddi ng that | knew

He left nme and | was glad to be alone to struggle with ny
cl othes and ny great weariness.

Piot Kval, | thought to nyself as | waited for a rise in the
strength of ny hands. My clothes were clean, and they were
dry. But they were also stiffened and rough and they snelled
hi ghly of the ever-present Pol drogi disinfectant.

Piot Kval. And the corporal with the cold eyes seened to
feel that | ought to know him

Piot Kval... and ny fingerprints on a record.
No, not fingerprints, fingerprint.

Fi ngerprint! And | had an idea.

Fi ngerprint!

A great wave of queasiness surged up to take nme over. |
fought it down. Rest. | needed rest.

Rest ... and sleep ... and a chance for ny body to clear
itself of shock ... stop this dreadful humin my head.

| dressed, and when | was ready, went |ooking for Kuba
and the prom sed ride hone.

Home. The transhaus and its sleep cubicle ... and ny
t hunbprint on the safebox at the foot of my bunk

| mght have been wong, ny hearing at a | ow point, but I
was sure the corporal had said "print" and not "prints." And
the transhaus was the only place that | knew that had



required a record of just my one thunbprint.

Not as a record in itself, but as a pattern for the safebox
lock to record electronically, and to recognize when it was
presented to it again by the sinple act of ny pressing ny

t hunmb against its |ockplate.

It was at least a starting point, but it would have to
wai t .
Wait . . . and sleep first . . . and where was Kuba?

Kuba.

| was proud of the way | could wal k without weaving ..
and | resented his hand under my arm

| yanked nmy armaway from his support. "I'mall right," |
sai d.
"Yes," he said. "There is a step here ... and another

bel ow that and then we are on the |level ground.™
| did not thank him

Weave ... do not weave when you walk ... tired ... else
they will keep you ... nust not |let them keep you

The hum ... the humin ny head.

CHAPTER TEN

| stood on the broad, single step that led up to the
transhaus entrance and watched the twin green taillights of
the police car skimaway fromnme and get smaller and
smal | er and cl oser and cl oser together.

| shook ny head and | turned ... and they were waiting
for me. Two of them stepping fromthe shadow at one side
of the slowy revol ving door

I blinked at them They were famliar yet |I'd never seen
them before, of that | was sure

And the hard pressure on ny ribs as they came up on
either side of ne was famliar too ... and that | had felt
bef ore.

The taller one's weapon, pointed at ne, even through a
pocket, should have nmade nme afraid.

But it didn't. Al I felt was a great weariness and a kind of
sad indignation at being put upon for so |ong, being kept, it
woul d seem fromthe rest |1'd earned and wanted so badly.

He was taller than his friend, but still short against ny
six-feet-four. He was young, he was tough, and he was
expecting no trouble from ne.

| was vastly weary and | was filling up with indignation. In
what felt like a kind of syrupy slow nmotion | turned into him
and away from his buddy on nmy other side. In the turning,

nmy size thirteen foot cane down on his and pinned it to the



ground so that he could not step away from ne.

Had the |ight been better, |I'msure | would have been very
interested in watching nmy two hands grip the barrel of his
weapon through the cloth of his pocket, and tw st.

Twi st outward, in a way that his fingers could not bend. O
maybe they could be made to at that. His yelp in ny ears
was only a kind of obbligato to the snap | heard, nuted of
course, that seemed to go with the | oosening of his grip.

But the |light was good enough for nme to see ny left hand
slide along his right armand into his pocket and energe,
slightly sticky and red-bedaubed, with a stubby handgun

My hand and the gun did not stop noving. Idly, | watched

their slow progress upward, upward until the gun rested
under the young nman's chin.

It rested, or at least it looked to me like it did, but I could
have been w ong because his head raised up and the gun slid
on past his lip and nose.

Red again. On the chin, on the lip, on the nose. But color

is hard to tell in dimlight. It could be brown ... or even
green. No, | had a feeling for color. My first inpression had
been that it was red. 1'd stay with that. Red.

Tired. He seenmed suddenly to be as tired as | was. His

eyes closed very slowy, the dark pupils rolling upward and
back, so that only the whites were left for the heavy lids to
slip down over.

He fl oated. Like a huge toy settling to the bottomof a
child' s play pool he settled to the transhaus step.

H s weapon was still in ny hand. | stared at it. Red. It was
red all right, and | felt a glow of pleasure warnming ne. It
was nice to know that you could trust your first inpression to

be right ... especially about a thing that nattered in your
work. Color. .. . Color is inmportant to a photographer in his
wor k.

| stared at the gun, kept staring, trying to think what I
could possibly want with it. My eyes followed along its
barrel, outward, upward ... and | was | ooking at the young
man's friend.

He had his right hand inside his tunic front and he seened
to be frozen in that position

| made a little circle with his friend' s gun point, chiefly to
reassure himthat ny first flush of indignation at being kept
froma well-deserved rest was over. | was sorry, of course

but he could see my point, couldn't he?

He said nothing and then | realized that neither had | for
that matter. |1'd been doing all ny talking in ny head.



But his hand was com ng out very slowy fromthe front of
hi s tunic.

H's tunic. Now | knew why he and his friend had | ooked
famliar at first sight. It was blue and yell ow.

A bl ue-and-yel | ow busi ness tunic. Plagiar's colors. O
course, he and his friend were two of Anton Plagiar's bully
boys ... and I'd treated them very shabbily.

H s hand was free of his blue-and-yellow tunic and very
gingerly holding the mate to the gun in ny own hand. He

laid it gently on the ground then, slowy, and for sone reason
never taking his eyes fromthe gun in ny hand, he started to
ease away from ne.

Wth nmy enpty hand | waved himto cone back and then
pointed to his friend resting so confortably, it |ooked to ne,
on the broad step

H s eyes never |eaving nme, he noved in, slipped his hands

under his friend' s arnpits and, puffing nore than was neces-
sary, it seened to me, dragged himoff, his heels trailing, and
into a small bl ack-and-white skinmer | now saw parked a

short distance off.

Bl ack-and-white. It's not too far away, but the light there

is even poorer than it is here. It could be a dark ... no, stay
with your first inpression. You were right about the red.
You're right this tine too. Black-and-white it is.

Green. The taillights are green, but that's not fair because
they light up frominside. Besides, they' re out of sight now
anyway.

Anton Plagiar's bully boys. Wat did they want?

| becane aware of a weight in ny hand and brought ny
eyes to a focus on it.

A handgun. Wat did | want with a | aser-beam
handgun?

It felt sticky, and the red on it was all up and down the
sl eeve of my junpsuit. And after the police had just gone to
all that trouble to clean it for ne too

| shrugged and | ooked around for a place to throw the
gun. None seened about to present itself, so | |oosened ny
grip on the gun butt and let it fall right where | stood.

It landed with a clatter and a sound of solid netal striking.
Interesting, | thought. You' d expect to hear the solid sound
first and then the clatter

O maybe that was the way it had been. The thud and then
the clatter. O was it the clatter and then the thud?

It was easy enough to find out, just drop the gun again and
listen closely this tine.



But to do that 1'd have to stoop down to pick it up.
St oop down.

| considered that and the gun at ny feet for a long, |ong
time. Then | shrugged. What was the difference if | couldn't
keep a sequence of sounds straight. | was great on colors
wasn't |?

| turned and made ny way into the transhaus through its
slowy revol ving doors. My head. Wuld the bl asted hum
mng in it never ease up?

CHAPTER ELEVEN

He was following nme, | was sure of it now, and it made
Ne nervous.

| had a right to be nervous.

The spattering of blood, dry and brown now, on ny

sl eeve. | must have been out of ny head to take on two of
Plagiar's bully boys. Two, with guns, and me, ny bare hands
and no brains.

| shook ny head. It felt better now and, when | flexed ny
fingers, the phasing of their strength was nore of an annoy-
ance than an actual hazard.

But the man doggi ng me was nmking nme nervous. | could

have turned and wal ked up to hi mand asked hi m poi nt bl ank

what he had in his mnd, but how could I know what he had

in those hands deep in his baggy pockets; and the way | was

|l ooking at it right now, |I'd just about used up all the luck any
nortal was reasonably entitled to in ny scuffle last night with
Pl agi ar' s nen.

He was tall, and fairly broad, and his hair was as white as
Plagiar's, but he wore it cut short and standing straight up
And he had gl asses. Thick, dark-rimed, Earthside gl asses.

Sonehow, | had the feeling that he'd cone out of the
transhaus only shortly before | did.

| eased ny record camera out of ny sleeve pocket, cocked
and aimed it over ny shoul der, backward and hidden in ny
pal m

| made the exposure, and slipped the camera back into ny

sl eeve pocket, noting the picture's nunmber in the tiny tab

wi ndow so that | could play it back for the transhaus clerk to
ook at if | got the chance.

The transhaus clerk. He was an antiseptic-|ooking youth |
didn't remenber having seen before.

"Where's the manager?" |'d asked hi mwhen | cane up
fromny sleep cubicle and stopped in for ny receipted
sleep-bill, and to ask about a place to eat.



"He is ny uncle,” the boy said. "W have not seen him
t hese twenty-four hours and we are greatly concerned."

"Ch?" | said, and | thanked himfor the directions to a
near by gasthaus that served food at all hours.

"No thanks are necessary," he told me, and it began to
dawn on me that this was the Pol drogi way of expressing a
simple "you're wel cone. "

Al most as an afterthought, | turned back fromthe revol v-
i ng door. "What's your uncle's nanme?" | asked the boy.
"Kval ," he said. "Piot Kval."

Pi ot Kval. The manager of the transhaus where | slept,
and | had told the police I didn't know the man.

The corporal was entitled to his skeptical |ook, it would
appear. And | had no doubt at all that if Kval stayed m ssing
very much |onger, the corporal would let his attitude of

di sbel i ef change to something nore unpl easant for ne than
just an attitude.

Twenty-four hours. Poldrogi's very rapid day-and-night
sequence nmade it confusing for an off-worlder to keep track
of time, but twenty-four hours ago . . . ?

| checked off the hours in ny head. Twenty-four would
take it back to just about the tine that Brigit had been in
Kval's office and waiting for ne.

But he was not there when | saw her, so that | mght very
wel | have been the last person to talk to himwhen he'd cone
to awaken me and tell nme of Brigit.

And the questioning of me by the police suddenly took on
a nasty point.

Kval was out of his office, but Brigit expected him back
el se why did she | eave the two doubl e-eagl es on his desk for
hi n?

O maybe she had good reason to know that he woul dn't
be back and the doubl e-eagl es were a subterfuge ... to foo
ne.

Forty dollars worth of subterfuge? I shook ny head. |
f ool ed cheaper than that

But she had seen him he'd said she had ... and if he

turned up conpletely vani shed or dead, | had a sinking
feeling I knew who would be near the top of the police list of
prime suspects.

And | also knew that escape fromthe planet was out of

the question. | didn't have the noney for standard passage
and stowi ng away would |l et me stay aboard ship only

until the first search-robot nosed past ny woul d-be hiding



pl ace.

Brigit. I had to find out for the sake of nmy own neck what
that ganmbit at the Wayfarer's Home was all about

Sone killer had tried to make of ne a patsy . . . and
someone had nearly nailed me with a nasher beam A
canera that should have been smashed was as perfect as
when it was new.

And the bully boys. If the blood on nmy sl eeve was any

i ndication, |I'd somehow nmanaged to cut up one of them

el sewhere than in just his pride ... and | had no hope that
ei ther of themwas of the forgive-and-forget school of

t hought .

And | was hungry. Lord, was | hungry. Except for the hot
drink at the police barracks that ny phasing stomach refused
to hold, I'd had no food since before nmeeting Brigit

Brigit . . . and Plagiar . . . but first of all, food.

| let the slowy revolving door of the transhaus carry ne
through and it was then that | noticed the tall man with the
straight-up hair and the heavy gl asses begin to take off after
ne.

CHAPTER TWELVE
I flicked on the gasthaus table radio and listened to the

newscast while | shovel ed food into nmy nmouth. Wen they
cane around to the weather prediction for the second tine

and still hadn't mentioned the brouhaha at the Wayfarer's
Home, or that one of their citizens was mssing, | turned it
of f.

But | did not stop eating and it was only when | was about
two-thirds of the way through the second portion that the
t abl e-boy had brought me that | |ooked up fromny work to
eye the tall man at the far end of the room who was maki ng
a poor job of not I|ooking at me through his heavy-ri med
gl asses.

He' d taken nore than a decent interval to come into the
gasthaus after ne and he sat alone at his round table now,
worrying the one |l arge cup of local tea he'd picked up, and
getting very hard stares from his tabl e-boy.

The food in ny stomach was having its effect, and he

didn't look quite so nenacing. In fact, now that | was
pointedly staring at himas | ate, | saw that he was begi nning
to fidgit.

O, if not actually fidgit, then twitch in his seat |like a nman
with something on his mnd that he would rather not have
there. A fish out of water, a man over his depth.

He hunched around in his seat until his back was toward
me, and | saw his head bobbing slightly up and down as
t hough he were tal king to sonebody. Only there was nobody



in the chair opposite himat the table.

Then abruptly he shoved back both his chair and his cup

and got up, all at the same tinme and al nost in the sane

nmoti on, and he was comng directly toward ne with a deep
scow on his face.

He stopped so close that he had his small pot of a stomach

almost in ny face. | don't |like a pepper-and-salt pattern, and
I like it even less up against nmy snout. Hi s baggy junpsuit
had a musty snell to it, like sonething | ocked up and I ong
forgotten.

"Sklar," he said in a voice that was al nost belligerent. "I'm

Dr. Rolf Sklar. May | sit down?"

He said the nane as though it ought to mean sonething to
me. It didn't. And | didn't like his stomach in ny face.

O maybe it was just that it was ny belly that was full.
"You can drop dead if you like, friend," | said and dropped
nmy eyes back to ny plate.

I'd dropped my eyes, but 1'd seen the flicker of a pained
ook in his face, and | realized that his belligerence could
very well be directed, not at ne, but at hinself. Here was
indeed a fish out of its el enment

I"'msorry, Doctor, | said in nmy head. But aloud |I said
nothing. | just et himstand there while | went on eating.

He took a long tinme deciding, but when he did | heard him
et out his breath in a gaspi ng wheeze.

On the run of ny vision | saw himreach into the inside
pocket of his baggy junmpsuit and cone up with sonething
that he laid on the table in front of ne.

My eyes couldn't help flicking up to it, but | had them
back on ny plate in an instant.

He sighed and opened the fol ded-over bit of thick paper
and flattened it out with | ong, spadelike fingers.

Circles. | didn't read the first digit, but the zeros that cane
after it inpressed me. A sight-draft for five figures. Ten
t housand Earth credits and maybe nore if | was willing to

appear interested enough to actually I ook at the first digit
cl osely enough to nake it out.

| didn't | ook.

He sighed again, this tine with a quavering sound. "It's al

| have," he said. "All | could get together. Tell me where the
boy is."

| felt nyself sweating, and it wasn't all the fault of Poldrogi's

heat or the suddenly stuffy air of the gasthaus.

This was a man who thought | knew sonething ... and



somet hi ng val uabl e enough to lay out five figures worth of
credits for.

"You have got the wong table,"” | said. "I don't know
what you're tal king about."

He pul | ed back the chair opposite and sl anmed hi nsel f

down into it. "Look," he said, right into ny face, "I'mnot a
devious man. This is all the cash | have and it's all there is,
and | mght just be giving you a way out. Think about

that."

Cheese. That | ocal green cheese with the heavy streaks of

whi t e-and-blue nold running through it He'd had cheese for
br eakf ast .

"I still don't know what you're tal king about," | said.

"I said I'"'mnot a devious nman and |I'mnot, but | was out
at the Wayfarer's Hone yesterday and | saw what hap-
pened. "

He et his voice trail off and sat |ooking at ne as though
what he'd just said was supposed to have a special meaning
for me.

It did, but not what he thought it should have, |I'd have
been willing to bet.

It was starting to occur to nme that nmaybe that sniper's

shot at me wasn't a lucky near-niss at all. That |'d been set
up as a patsy, but not for an assassination attenpt. This
could be the reverse play.

I'd been thinking that soneone had wanted to kill Pl agiar
and then nail ne before | could be arrested and tal ked to.

It could very well be that the sniper didn't want Pl agi ar
dead and had never intended to hit me. That the only intent
had been to nmake me | ook inportant enough to kill.

| mportant enough to kill and so inportant enough to
contact and offer noney to for information about a boy.

| mportant enough to be a red herring across sonebody
else's trail.

And it had worked, else why was this agitated man sitting
opposite me, leaning so close and peering at ne through his
thi ck gl asses?

But where did a missing transhaus manager fit in? And the
green dye that had al nbst gotten me |ynched by a nob? And
Plagiar's bully boys ... do not forget Plagiar's bully boys.

| shook ny head and Skl ar m sunderstood the notion. He
snatched up his sight-draft and janmed it into his inside
pocket. "All right," he said. "Have it your way. | said that
I"'mnot a devious man and |'mnot. If you live | ong enough



to change your mnd |I'mstaying at the Matruza."

He sl ammed back his chair and was stal king out of the
gast haus before that crack about living | ong enough to
change ny nind nade its way past ny ears and into ny
head.

I was still shaking my head when | | ooked up from staring
into ny plate and saw that | was about to have another
visitor.

Beari ng down on ne, mouth all pulled down and dark eyes
i ntense | ooking, was Brigit.

Brigit Plagiar ... and behind her were two bully boys and
one of them had pal e skin patched on his chin, his lip, and his
nose; his right hand stiff with splints and bandages.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Anger? Fear? Anxiety? | tried to read the look on Brigit's
face as she drew closer to me, the bully boys making a kind
of counterpoint backstop to divide ny scrutiny.

And then, suddenly, her face was pleasant, but uninter-
ested; and the two bully boys were just a couple of stocky
young nen in blue-and-yell ow tunics pulling back chairs and
| ooki ng around for a table-boy.

And then | heard it too, the doubl e-tone beeping of police
vehicles, and coming to a stop out front.

| caught at Brigit's wist as she cane close and started to
nmove on past ne. She did not resist, did not try to pull away.
She stood there, face pleasant, still |ooking straight ahead
until | released ny grip. Then she went on to a table close by
the kitchen door as if she'd never broken her stride since first
she'd stepped into the gasthaus.

The police corporal. | recognized himeven with his bald
head hi dden under a uniform cap. He stopped by ny table

but did not sit down. He seermed no friendlier than the |ast
time 1'd seen him but then he seened no nore hostile

ei t her.

"M. Pike," he said. "I would like to speak with you."
"Sit down," | said, pushing the Ieftovers on ny plate
around wi th sonme pretense of not being finished with ny
br eakf ast .

"El sewhere," he said.

"Am | under arrest?" | asked.

There was only the briefest of pauses before the corpora
said, "May | see your identification, please."

My identification card ... ny card case. My card case ..
nmy CE |icense.



| pushed back ny chair and stood up. "I read you," | said.
"Loud and clear."

The corporal did not flicker an eyelid. "This way, please,"
he said, and |I followed himoutside the gasthaus.

Three police skimers? Just to pick up one ex-SpaceNav
Photo Mate? It didn't seem possible.

It wasn't.
"One nmonent, please,” the corporal said, and wal ked to
the last skimmer in the line to lean inside it for a nonent.

When he came back he was draping a snmall gray box on a

| anyard around his neck. He slid the tiny black control button
on its side downward to the |ock position and the square

wi ndow that was a kind of lid to the box gl owed anber.

A signal danper.

It gave off no audi bl e sound and would not interfere with

ai rborne vibrations, but any electronic pickup within the
smal | sphere of its unheard signal would deliver back at its
hone end nothing nore than a crackling, undecipherable

hi ss.

I 1 ooked around. Who did he think would be listening in on
us out here?

But the corporal was speaking to ne. "Come," he said, "it is
not far."

It wasn't. Only the retracing of the brief distance |I'd cone
fromthe transhaus.

The clerk, when |I'd spoken to himearlier, had | ooked

young to be substituting for his uncle. Now, sitting against
the wall with a police private in the chair behind the desk, he
| ooked barely into his teens. And when he | ed us down the

ranp to the first level below the field surface, his head, seen
from behi nd, seemed to waggle and dip as though it were too

| arge and too heavy for its shaved neck to carry. He was

bl ond, as | suppose his bald uncle night once have been

H's uncle, the fat nanager. He cane to the end of the
corridor and the boy slid open a panel nmarked with a
scrubbed and faded "B." He stepped back, his face turned
away.

H s uncle, the fat nanager. Sonething pressed into a
corner, the fat shoul ders held upright by the angle of the
wal I s, arnms and | egs spraw i ng.

A stain, small, alnost lost in the |arger, faded ones on the
T shut that had the color of dry and faded bl ood.

A stain, small and under the heart. A |l aser wound t hat
bled little since its killer beam searing as it pierced, |ocked in
all but an ooze.



"How | ong?" | asked, but | already knew t he answer.

"He's been dead sone thirty-six hours, give or take a few, "
the corporal said. "We'll pin it down |later. The boy found
hi m when he came down for a refill <cylinder for their
di sinfecting system™

And now | noticed that the roomwas small and obviously
used for the storage of dull, squat, gas-cylinder shapes.

The corporal was eyeing the bl ood spatters on the sleeve
of my junmpsuit. "Do you still deny know ng hin?" he
asked.

| tugged at my sleeve. "This isn't his blood," | protested. "I
didn't have it when he was killed. You know that. You
cl eaned this suit yourself."

"I asked if you still deny know ng hinP"

"No, | don't deny it. | wouldn't have denied it yesterday if
you'd told ne who he was. | only found out his nane an
hour ago."

The corporal shrugged. "Yesterday | was asking about a

man who' d been gone only a matter of hours. A favor for an
enpl oyer who had a job he should have been filling. An

enpl oyer who woul d have thought it no favor if by seening

to press with ny questions | should give rise to runors. A
m ssi ng manager, even if no funds are gone with him... a

statement many woul d have their own ideas about ... cannot
hel p but reflect on the rest of a man's establishnment."

"This," | said, pointing at the dead man, "this is going to
hel p hi s busi ness?"

"Ah," said the corporal. "This we nust assume his enpl oy-
er did not know about."

The boy who had gui ded us to the storeroom stood, his

back to us, ranrod straight. The corporal touched his shoul -
der. "All right, Fraan," he said. "You can go back to work
now. "

The boy left w thout so rmuch as | ooking back
"They lived alone," the corporal said, his voice unexpect-
edly synpathetic. "Perhaps now that his uncle is gone he will
go back to his home world." He shook his head and in the
same synpathetic tone of voice said to ne, "What did the
doctor want for his twenty thousand credits?"

"He said . . . ," and then | caught nyself. "I didn't know
what he was tal king about,” | said. | mght not tell the
corporal all | could renenber of what Dr. Rolf Sklar had

said to me, but he was no man | wanted to start lying to
ei ther.

Twenty thousand. Twenty thousand credits. | had purpose-
ly kept ny eyes averted from Sklar's sight-draft, but the



quick glinpse I'd had of it... |I played the row of five figures
back in ny head ... no, that first figure hadn't | ooked |like a
t wo.

Aloud | said, "How did you know he offered ne anyt hi ng
at all?"

The corporal did not answer ne. "I make no threats, M.
Pike," he said. "I nerely point out that you were here when
Piot was killed ... or at least the tine sheet upstairs would

i ndicate that he nmade no entry to check you out when you
left ..."

Ti me sheet. Transhaus sl eep cubicles. You paid for themin
advance . . . and by the hour ... as you used them If you
had an hour between starships and wanted to spend it resting
up after the bout of warp-sickness you'd just been through
you checked into a transhaus.

Not hi ng coul d be handier to a spaceport than its transhaus
accommodati ons. Acconmpdati ons whose skel eton went in

even before the sub-structure of the field itself was laid
down. You had to house your workers somewhere and it was
easi er and | ess denmandi ng of expensive building materials to
dig a hole and maintain it than to erect comparably-sized
above-ground facilities.

And after your construction crews debarked for other
pl anets and other jobs, they |left behind ready-made housing
that, while not fancy, couldn't have been any handi er

And, because the tune needs varied so greatly, there never
were, and never had been any arbitrary day-m ni muns, or
even noon-to-m dni ght charges. If you stayed an hour, you
paid for an hour. If you were a photographer who was

wat ching his credits, you checked in to sleep ... and you
checked out... and when you did, you checked out with the
manager to make sure that you hadn't overstayed your de-
cl ared- and-pai d-for tine.

Pi ot Kval hadn't checked nme out; night even have been
dead when | followed Brigit out of his office.

Brigit... and forty dollars left for a dead nan.

| becane aware of the silence and realized that the corpo-
ral was waiting for me to answer the question he'd just put to
ne.

Fingerprints ... it was something about fingerprints ... did
| deny that the print on the safebox |ockplate was m ne? \Was
it, perhaps, a clever forgery?

| shook ny head. No, | did not deny that. Early in their
use, it had been discovered that the | ockplate, which scruti-
ni zed el ectronically the pattern of ridges and whorls on the
thunmb presented to it when its Iid was cl osed, could be
opened by sinply presenting the sane pattern in the shape of

aprint lifted froma water glass ... or even a one-to-one



phot ogr aph.

Redesi gni ng of the device was i medi ate, and now t he

record included a reading of the electrical potential of the
skin that formed the ridges so that the thumb presented had
at least to be alive. Still, boxes were being opened, and the
t ug- of -war between designer and thief was a continuing

one.

"Thirty-six hours ago | was here," | said to the corporal
"I was here and | spoke to the nanager. He called ne to an
assignment and the last | saw of himhe was wal ki ng away
fromme and back to his office for all | know "

"Ah, yes, the assignnent. The affair at the Wayfarer's
Hore. "

"Yes," | said, and | wondered if | ought to tell himto
verify nmy story with Brigit, that she too had been there. But
if she'd had anything to do with Kval's death, she'd hardly
own up to it, and her denial would just make any statenent

of mine that much | ess plausible, and me that much nore
suspect.

Suspect. So far the corporal hadn't made any specific
accusation, just seened bent on making ne out a liar

"And the twenty thousand credits ... what was that

for?"

It was the second time he'd asked that question. "I've
already told you," | said. "I have no idea what Sklar was
tal king about ... | didn't even know his name until he told
me what it was ... and | still don't know who he is."

The corporal held up a pudgy hand. "I do not nmean to try

your patience, M. Pike, but let us consider

"You are a phot ographer, not well known and of ... ," he

| ooked about him at the scrubbed and faded transhaus walls,

" of less than affluent nmeans. Yet you are singled out to

phot ograph a man of no little prom nence ... a distinguished
visitor.
"You are bedaubed by a dye we use only for riots ... yet

none of ny men has done this to you. They, in fact, mnust
rescue you froma nob pursuing you for reasons none can
descri be now, except in the vaguest of terns. They thought
you a nenace to their children ... and no one can renenber
who first raised the cry against you.

"You have told ne that you were fired upon by a sniper

and there is evidence that sone weapon was i ndeed used. But

it is not evidence of a masher beam M. Pike. It is evidence
of a cutting laser ... and fromits angle it cane fromno

di stant point, but rather fromthe platformitself. The plat-
form M. Pike, that you were on."

| started to protest, but the corporal showed ne his palm



agai n.

"Furthernmore, a citizen on his way to work finds two

pi stols and spatters of blood on the step of your transhaus,
and its manager is found dead in a storeroom killed, it would
appear, at a tine that you have just admtted to being on his
preni ses."

He pointed at ny sleeve. "You have bl ood on a sl eeve that
we both know was clean | ess than twelve hours ago.

"A man is seen waiting outside a bank for it to open so

that he can transfer all of his funds into a draft account and
shortly afterward this sane man is heard offering it all to you
for information you tell him and now nme, that you do not
have. "

Heard? Skl ar was heard talking to nme? He hadn't particu-
larly kept his voice down, but there sinply hadn't been tine
for anyone to have passed the information on to the corpora

or to anyone else for that matter. Sklar had left, and the
police had cone on the scene alnost at once ... and no one
had nade a hurried exit that |'d seen

The corporal was still pegging his points at nme. "The
doctor did not seemto believe that your ignorance was
genuine ... gave you his address at the Matruza ... should

you change your mind."
| goggled at the corporal. He had the exact words.

He went on coldly, but alnost ruefully. "For a man who
cl ai nms i nnocence and i gnhorance, you have been subjected to
a singul ar series of happenings."”

And then his voice went unm stakably flat. "Al right,

Pi ke, do you want to tell me what is really going on? The
falling out of thieves? Did your partner get a little greedy,
Pi ke? O did he get scared when he found out how big a man
your intended victimis ... and it was silence himor drop the
whol e enterprise?

"But that isn't the nost unfortunate part is it, Pike? The
nmost unfortunate part is now. Now that the whole affair has

curdl ed, you are still as lacking of funds as you ever were ..
and you cannot accept any that mght fall your way for fear
of breaking the mask of innocence ... of ignorance, you

have selected to wear. Tell ne, Pike, what does Skl ar want
for his twenty thousand?"

"l don't know" | shouted, and | didn't know if | was
angry or dismayed at the unbelievability of my predicanment

"I don't know. | don't know what he was tal ki ng about.
don't know who killed Kval. | don't know what is going on. |
don't know. "

The corporal was suddenly | aughing, a nasty sound. "Have
it your way," he said. "There are others in this with you and
| frankly expect you to deny all ... but I will not take you



with nme. I want only for the noment to give to the others a
sense of sonme urgency when they think of you."

I could feel the scar on the top of ny head begin to
prickle. "What ... what are you driving at?" | said to the
cor por al

"Always the pretense of ignorance, is it not so, M. Pike?
Very well, | will enlighten you. You do not, then, know of
the transmitter in your wist-chrono?"

| stared at the tiny timepiece on ny wist. "Atransnitter?
In ny wist-chrono?"

"In the stem to be exact Qur |aboratory discovered it
when they went over your clothes while you were our
guest . "

| looked up at him "But who ... ?"

He chuckl ed, another unpl easant sound. "It is an interest-

ing question for you to ponder on. Wo indeed? It is a tiny

unit and not |arge enough for a really complex scranbler, so
that we were able to break its pattern with very little trouble.
| heard you speaking to the doctor, M. Pike, but who else

al so di d?"

He fingered the gray shape of the signal danper gl ow ng

on the lanyard around his neck. "Wat | say to you now,

have said to you since we were together, has not been heard
by anyone, of course, and it has perhaps set themto wonder-
ing. It is ny hope that it is so."

He smiled at me, showi ng ne hand-carved teeth |ike those

of the dead Kval. "You see, M. Pike, | amsetting you up as

a ..." he groped for the word, "... decoy? No, that is not

the word ... one of those things that is shot at ... a duck
a sitting duck. Yes, M. Pike. | amsetting you out as a

sitting duck to be shot at in the hope that the hunter will thus
betray hinself."

Decoy ... duck ... he was splitting hairs. | stared, fas-
cinated, at the tinepiece on ny wist.

"It does present sonething of a problem doesn't it, M.

Pi ke. Should you | eave your transnmitter where it is and have
your every word, your very breathing listened to by whonf?
Where? Or should you tear it out and cut your betraying
l[ink? But if you do that, M. Pike, then you will also break

your link to me ... your listener will not be able to hear you,
but then neither will 1, should he drive you into a corner
fromwhich there is no escape.”

He seened now to be genuinely enjoying hinself. "You
have an interesting decision to nmake, M. Pike. An interest-
i ng deci sion."

He put a thunmb on the tiny black control button of his
si gnal danper. "And now, M. Pike, the best of luck," and he



slid the button up and into the "off" position

The anber light behind its small w ndow went out and
knew t hat ny every novenment, ny every mutter would carry
and be heard where? By whon?

The corporal touched a finger to the peak of his uniform
cap and wal ked away fromme toward the end of the corri-
dor. Just before he went out of sight he turned, showed ne
his teeth again.

"Quack, quack," he said and his cold chuckl e as he went
up the ranp was | oud enough to carry back to ne.

To nme, standing, staring at the stemof my wist-chrono,
rubbi ng unabashedly at the scar on ny head.

Who? Where? And just when had they had the chance to
plant it to begin with? How long had | been carrying it?
Hours ago? Or planets ago?

How | ong has someone had his finger on ne?
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Anton Pl agi ar rai sed an eyebrow at ne. "My wi fe? Wen
did you ever nmeet ny wife?" H s tone was ordi nary enough
but again | sensed the |l atent power of the nman.

I glanced uncertainly around the sitting roomof his hostel
suite, at the two bully boys standing easy at the anteroom
door, the new skin patches on the face of the taller one very
prom nent in ny eyes at the nonment; the fingers of his hand,
stiff in their splints and bandages, inescapable.

"I ... she hired me. She hired ne to take pictures of you
during your magic act."

He | aughed, but it was a short |augh and not one that
sounded anused at all. "I haven't seen ny wife for nonths.
And the last thing she'd want is a photograph of ne and ny
childish little performance."

"But," | said, and | wondered what kind of a trap | had

tal ked myself into walking into. My wist-chrono that was a
direct line to the listener, but also to the corporal if | got
a bind, was carefully locked in the safebox at the foot of ny
transhaus bunk.

I'd had a feeling of satisfaction that bordered on the smug
when that gambit had finally dawned on nme. The corpora

had thought to leave ne with the hard choice of |eaving the
transmtter where it was and risk a betrayal through the
sounds that | nmade nyself or what night be said to nme, or
tear it out and thus warn the listener that | knew of him and
per haps bring himdown on nme froma quarter | could not

begin to suspect, his identity unknown to ne.

What was sinpler, though, than to | eave the transmtter
unt ouched but to deceive the one who |istened?

into



Brigit. Brigit had seened to me to be the one with answers

| needed desperately to know, so | waited until it was believ-
ably | ate enough, faked the sounds of turning in and then

| eaving ny tinepiece behind, had cone as unobtrusively as

I could to the hostel at which |I'd expected to find her

| hadn't hoped that | could avoid Pl agiar and speak to

Brigit alone, but neither had | expected to face himon as
confusing a basis as this one.

He | aughed, but now he did sound anused, and | thought
heard a snicker fromthe bully boys by the door. He no-
tioned with his hand, pointing at an inner door, and one of
the bully boys vani shed through it.

He was back in a nonment and the woman wi th hi m was
Brigit.

"Brigit," Plagiar said, "did you hire this man to take
pi ctures of me?"

Brigit settled herself in a corner of one of the roons

several sofas. "Yes and no," she said. "I thought it mght be
wel |l to have hi mwhere we could see himwhen | heard that
Skl ar had been recogni zed. | knew that he couldn't refuse if |

told himl was your wife."

Ref use? She hadn't given ne a chance to. W were in her
ski mrer and on our way before she told ne who she was.

Pl agi ar smled, but at the same tinme he shook his head.
"Some day, Brigit, your little habit of not bothering me with
details is going to make me very unhappy with you."

He turned his attention to ne. "Sklar offered you twenty
thousand. 1'Il double his figure. Were is the boy?"

| shook ny head. | wasn't answering him | was just trying

to clear it. The corporal, and now both Brigit and Pl agi ar, al
either taking for granted, or trying to force, a relationship
between ne and a man | had never seen, never even heard of
until scant hours ago.

Twenty thousand. The sane figure that the corporal had
used, yet | was sure that it was a wong one. Could Pl agi ar
have it fromthe sanme source as the corporal ? Was he the

i stener?

If he was, oughtn't he to have |l ooked a little surprised to
see a man he thought to be in his bunk and asl eep? He
hadn't, but then would a man get to be as powerful as he if
he had a face that showed anything but what he wanted it to
show?

| was shaking ny head and Pl agi ar nmade a smal| gesture
of inpatience. "All right. Fifty thousand, but | warn you, |
intend to have the boy."



Protesting that |I didn't know what they were tal king about
had gotten me exactly nowhere with anyone, but | would
give it one nore go

"I don't know what you're talking about," | said to
Pl agiar, and nmy luck with the flat statement was no better
t han before.

He nodded. "A very sensible attitude to take, but you'l
understand if | find it hard to believe that it was sheer
coi nci dence that you should stay at Kval's establishnent
or that it was just a case of mi staken identity that |ed
someone to try for you with a masher beam | m ght add
that for a monment my men m stook your firing back with
your camera gun as an attenpt on ne, until they saw that
when it jamed you fought to keep it pointed downward."

He smiled and | ooked at his bully boys. "I'msorry about
the dye," he said. "But a police weapon that does not kil
often avoi ds a serious probing, yet it can be remarkably
effective.”

Al right. So the bully boys shot at nme by m stake. But

who raised the cry afterward that sent the nmob after me? O
was that a m stake too? Hardly. | had the feeling of pressures
within pressures, of attacks within attacks. And who had

cl eaned up nmy canera for the police?

But Pl agi ar was answering that. "A weapon in your

canera," he was saying, "how venerable a device. But | do

not mean to criticize. | took the liberty of having it renoved
for fear that if the police found it they might junp to a
conpl etely unwarranted concl usion that could only cause

m sunder st andi ng and enbarrassnent all around.”

If you took it out, you know it wasn't a sinple janmm ng

"Thank you," | said, and there was conplete silence while
we all stared at each other

| broke it with the first thing that came into nmy mnind.

"Kval is dead,"” | said.

"Yes," Plagiar nodded. "Frankly, | did not recognize him

he'd grown so fat ... and what a nane to assune, Kval

Smith. It is enough to arouse suspicion on any planet. But

that he should be killed did surprise me ... until | |earned of
you. "

W were back to nme again ... and now, in their mnds, |

was tied to a man who'd had reason to hide his once-thin

body under layers of fat ... and his real name behind the

one of Smth, Kval.
And he was dead.
I'd cone | ooking for Brigit and for sone answers. 1'd al so

cone, because, renenbering the bully boys and the transhaus
step, I'd half reasoned it mght go easier to confront Pl agiar



bef ore he i ssued a second invitation

So now | knew who' d cl eaned up ny canmera but not who
pl anted the I aser.

| knew that if Plagiar hadn't heard of me until after Kva
was dead then he hadn't planted the transmitter ... and he
wasn't the listener.

| didn't know who had... and | didn't know when

Least of all did | know why.

The boy. Worth fifty thousand now. Fifty thousand!

Who was he? And why did everyone seemto be so positive
that | knew where he was?

Pl agi ar was | ooking at me... Brigit was |ooking at ne.

| turned. The two bully boys by the door were |ooking at
ne.

And Kval , who nmight have known, was dead.
| made a nove toward the door, but neither of the bully

boys | ooked as though he had any mind to step aside for
ne.

| turned back to Plagiar. | tried not to think that ny |ine
to the corporal was out ... out when |I'd left the transnitter
off ny wist... that 1'd taken sone snmall pains to take | eave

of the transhaus without being seen. Who knew | was in
Plagiar's suite? Had ever been, if | turned up m ssing.

| cleared ny throat. | had only one bargaining point. And
that one had a validity only as long as Pl agi ar believed what
| knew wasn't so. That | knew the whereabouts, if not the
identity, of some as yet unnamed "boy."

And it was dawning on ne that, valid or no, it was the
only bargaining point | did have.

"Il think about it," |I said to Plagiar, and knew that by
those words 1'd affirmed as true sonmething | knew wasn't so.
"I'"ll have to think about it. Fifty thousand is a |ot of noney."
Pl agi ar did not nove and neither did his bully boys, and

the sweltering air of Poldrogi indoors was suddenly very chil

to ne.

He spoke, and it seemed to be conpletely off the sub-
ject.

"Pi ke," he said, "how did you find ne?"
"You're a big man," | said. "All | had to do was ask."

"Remenber that when you think, Pike. Renmenber that
fifty thousand is a lot of noney ... and that I'ma big



man. "
| nodded. | did not trust nyself to speak

The bully boys stepped aside and | was al nost at the
doorway when Pl agi ar called ny nane.

The bully boys snapped back together to block ny path at
once.

"It has just struck nme," Plagiar said, "that |I mght be

m sinterpreting your interest in Kval ... or his in you. This
will take but a noment, and it will ease ny mnd about you.
You will indul ge nme?"

He'd put it as a question, but | knew an order when |
heard one.

| didn't say anything, | didn't nod, | just stood there.

At Plagiar's nod, Brigit and a bully boy left the room and
when they came back he was pushi ng what | ooked Iike an
oversi ze magi ci an's taboret on wheels.

Fromthe way it noved, it |ooked heavy. Too extravagant
of weight to be anything but a major illusion

Brigit pushed it close to me, and | searched her face for
some inkling of what Plagiar had in nind, but she did not lift
her eyes fromthe rolling tabletop in front of her

The unit was upright and about the size of a large trunk
standing on end. Its broad top was unmarred except for a slit
some two inches long, and a yellow netal disk about the size
of a doubl e-eagl e coin, set about an inch bel ow the sur-
face.

"Touch it," Plagiar said.

| 1 ooked at him

"Touch it," he said, pointing to the disk

| touched it.

There was a rubbi ng sensation, as though an invisible edge

in the disk had scraped across the flesh of nmy finger pressed
against it.

A pause. Long enough for ne to feel the bl ood pound

twice in ny ears, and then a tiny ding and a card shot up out
of the slit to quiver on the end of a slender rod that held it
foot or so above the tabl etop

It was a trey. The trey of dianonds.

Al'l this equipnent to produce a single card?

But Pl agi ar hadn't |ooked at it. "Thank you," he said. "I

a



knew it was inpossible, yet there are always runors, you
know. It was easy enough to check. Thank you again."

He seened rel axed now, cordial even
I wasn't.

For sone reason, the touching of the taboret and the wait
had pulled me up tight enough to twang. And Pl agi ar's ease
of manner didn't soothe ne any.

Nor did it help ne any to have the taller bully boy, the

one with the patches on the parts of his face 1'd clipped with
his own gun, reach out and push ny shoulder with his good

hand as | went past him

He did not send ne sprawing, he did not intend to.
He just shoved, and | got his point.

The point and the sound of Plagiar's laughter to follow ne
t hrough the anteroom and out into the corridor

St eppi ng out of the hostel's slowy revol ving mai n door |
got another jolt.

Across the night-deserted street and far up it; too far for
me to be sure of what | saw even in the glare of the crine-
lights, there was a sudden novenent. A tall, broad, white-
haired figure stepping back or darting out of sight, or naybe
the rimof ny vision had caught himin a nomentary peering
forth froma hiding place.

Rol f Sklar? | couldn't be sure.

| searched up and down the street with nmy eyes. Not a

sign of notion. No bl ack-and-white police skimrers, not a
single pair of privates in sweaty brown uniforms patrolling
their beat.

There was nobody.

Nobody.

I was al one.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Rocks.

I had to have a nore than sizable assortnment of themin

nmy head to be standing here in the dark at the side of the
raw country road, waiting for the one person to show up
who' d sucked me into this inbroglio to begin wth.

Brigit.

The bully boy with the patches on his face had shoved ne,

hard, when | passed himon ny way out of Plagiar's suite,
and | was down in the street before I thrust ny hands deep



into ny junpsuit pockets and felt the tiny stiffness in one of
t hem

| stopped under the nearest crime-light to read the note.
On a scrap of paper that |ooked Iike a corner torn froma
| arger sheet, the message was cl assic.

I must see you. The road behind the Wayfarer's Hone.
I n an hour.

And it was signed, Brigit.

In an hour, in the dark, and fromthe hand of the bully
boy.

G eat.

The word taxi was unknown beyond the limts of the town

and the spaceport itself, so l'd ridden as far as |I could and
wal ked the rest of the way. It could have taken me an hour

I didn't know, mny tinmepiece was still safely sending its signa
frominside the safebox at the transhaus.

Rol f Skl ar, whoever he was, seened sure, at |least ten
t housand credits' worth, that | knew sonething that | didn't
know.

About the corporal and the police there was no doubt.
They knew | knew sonmething | didn't know.

And Pl agi ar. Plagiar hadn't said the words, but he was
giving ne only the shortest of possible tines to make up ny
mnd to tell himwhat he wanted to know ... and what |
didn't know.

In the dark | sighed. Al | needed now was for Brigit to hit
me with the same |ine, when she showed up.

I f she showed up.
She showed up
And | got it.

It was dark, but all the sane | stared in the direction of
her voi ce.

"You can't nmean it," | said. "If anybody shoul d know t hat
I don't even know what they're tal king about, it should be
you. You picked ne out of the air to begin with."

I couldn't nake out nmore than the sinple feel of her
presence in Poldrogi's moonl ess bl ackness, but the shrug was
pl ai n enough in her off-world-accented voice.

"I did not exactly pick you out of the air, as you say. Your
nane and your " she funbled for a word, your place
of staying were given to ne."

She had cone | ooking for me, arned with ny nane and



| ocation? But who could know I was on Pol drogi, who could
even care? There had to be other Pikes ... it was a big
gal axy. Sone of them naned Eli, and some of them even
phot ographers. It had to be a m st ake.

| told Brigit so.

She did not contradict ne, but fromher voice it was plain
that she did not believe ne any nore than did the others.

It was also plain that here was a girl who thought she'd
snagged a fish, thrown it back, and then discovered that what
she'd taken to be a mnnow was really a fat catfish

A fat catfish.
Me.

She was out to get her hook into nme again and her way
was one that had worked for centuries ... and would keep
on working for centuries to cone.

But not tonight.
Not with ne.

Not with the things that | had pressing me, no matter how
warm the dark night, no matter how great the lure of her
scent and the feel of her against ne.

| had other things to think about and | didn't need the scar
on the top of ny head to keep me in mnd of them Lord,

but was it itching. And for once | was going to pay it sone
m nd.

| disentangled her arms fromaround nme ... at |east |
tried to.

"There is noney," she was saying agai nst nmy chest. "Mre
noney than you or | can imagine ... can ever dream about.
There is power . . . there is everything . . . everything. "
| spoke into her hair. "Why me?" | said. "Wy did you
cone to ne?"

| felt her shrug. "It was as | told Anton. It was best that
you be where we could see you, except..."

"Except what ?"

"Except that | did not know when he told nme where to
find you that Sklar neant for you to die. You nust believe
me. You nust."

And if her arms around ne could have nmatched in their
strength, the sincerity of her voice, | would have had a few
br ui ses.

"You must believe | did not know he meant for you to
die. 1| warned you. | tried to warn you when | saw. You nust



renenber that."

| remenbered. | renmenbered her waving on the rimof ny
vision just as | pressed ny canera rel ease and the masher
beam whirred past my head.

| remenbered her waving, but I'd have to take her word
for it that she nmeant it to be a warning.

"Sklar gave you nmy nanme ... and tried to kill nme? So why
did he offer me all that noney in the gasthaus? Try to shut
me up and then offer ne all his cash to tal k?"

"He did not know then that Kval was dead, and afterward
there was only you to go to."

If Sklar did not know that Kval was dead when he took

his shot at ne then he could not have been the one who
killed him But if Brigit was lying and it hadn't been Skl ar
sni ping, then he could be the killer

In that case, who'd taken the shot at ne ... and why kil
one of the only two men whom you think have information
worth . . . what had Brigit said? Mney . . . power

everyt hi ng?

O maybe with two possible sources in mnd, whoever'd
put the question to Kval hadn't been too careful with him
That left, if the killer thought like Brigit, only me to go to.

Me ... to keep alive ... and she was trying her damedest
to weasel the information out of ne.

"Tell me," she was repeating over and over ... in different
ways, but it all added up to the sane thing. "Tell ne where
you have hidden the boy and I will go on fromthere. You
will see. Trust me."

"Il bet you would, baby ... and not hardly.

"Who is the boy?" | asked.

I felt her pull back, perhaps in surprise. "You do not
know?"

From what she'd said it would appear that Kval and
were in this together. | took the chance.

"Kval did not tell me," | said. "Wy should he?"
I could sense her chew ng on that one.
"It is possible," she finally said, and from her voice, she

was talking to herself as well as to me. And then, nore
strongly, and I felt the sudden tensing of her body di sappear

and she was close to nme again. "It is not only possible, but
necessary. Kval woul d have been a fool to tell his acconplice
the value of the boy. It is too much ... too nmuch to tenpt a

man with. No, it was necessary that he lead you to think it
was no nore than an ordinary act to work with him™



"You will tell ne?" | asked, and | held ny breath.

"Yes," she said. "After we have gone to where he is."

| let go nmy breath. If | was standing up well to her
personal brand of tenptation, she wasn't about to try ne
wi t h anot her ki nd.

| laughed. "Can you trust me to give you the right boy? Do
you know hi "

"Sklar knows him of course, and Anton has his birth
records, childhood pictures, things of that sort ... and the
fingerprints fromhis school records ... and then of course
there's the one big test. You saw that."

"Yes," | said. "The one big test."
The one big test? | sawit?

There was a silence between us and | think both of us
knew t hat we'd gone about as far in our exchange as each of
us could get the other to go.

She may not have gotten all that she'd arranged the

nmeeting for, but she was sure, | felt, that she'd made her

i npression on me and that all | needed was a little tune to
wor k up a hankeri ng.

And |1'd added to nmy store of things to keep ne worried.

"Another tinme," she said in ny ear, and she may have

brushed her l|ips against my cheek in the dark, | couldn't tel
fromthe feel of it. It could just as well have been the touch
of a trailing spider tendril or the wind of a night thing
passi ng.

She was gone, along the road fromthe sound of it. | heard
her stunble and give a small gasp, and then the roar of her
ski mrer stoking up and taking off in the direction of the

t own.

| shrugged. | night have asked her for a lift to at |east the
edge of the transportation area if 1'd thought of it ... if she
hadn't gone so quickly.

| settled nyself for the Iong wal k ahead of ne.

| needn't have.

I wal ked only a few steps in the blackness and | found out
what it was that had made Brigit stunmble, made her gasp

| stunbled over it too.
| funmbled in ny sleeve pocket for my record canera. Its

flash unit was the only light | had with ne, but the split-
second bursts woul d be enough



| knew what |'d stunbl ed over
I had to know who.
CHAPTER SI XTEEN

It was hot. Hot even for Poldrogi, and the police corpor-
al's tunic was drenched with his sweat. On his desk stood his
hand-fan, its blades unnmoving. "Power," he'd said, conversa-
tionally, when his men had brought me in. "Power, it is

al ways a problem | have used up its power pack and can get
no other for I do not know how | ong. Power and wei ght,

M. Pike. Power and weight, they are the problens we of the

| ess favored worlds nust cope with."

But he had | ong since stopped being conversati onal
"Wwuld it surprise you," he was saying, "if | told you that
your fingerprints were on the stone?"

"It sure would surprise me," | said. "I didn't know that a
rock could take a print."

"There was bl ood on this one," he said.
"Bl ood or no blood, | did not touch the rock ... or the
body ... or anything else. | just wal ked to the Wayfarer's

Home and phoned you fromthere. How many tines do you
want me to repeat it?"

"And you phot ographed the body."

"Yes, | photographed the body, but |1've already told you
why. "

"Of course. You wanted to see who it was."

"That's it. | wanted nmy canera's light to see by."

"And the other picture of the dead man we found when

we pl ayed back your record. The one of himwal ki ng. Was

the taking of it also pronpted by curiosity?"

The shot of Rolf Sklar following ne, the one I'd intended
to show the transhaus clerk and never had.

"Yes," | said. "I wanted to know who he was."

"And now you know. "

| let that go. | was tired with the heat and the round-and-
round sparring with the corporal. And | had an unsettling
feeling that a great deal of what | was gl eaning fromhis
guestions was no slip of his Iip. In the back of nmy head
kept hearing his "quack, quack."

Dr. Rolf Sklar. The "Dr." was honorary. An associate in

phi |l osophy at one of the rimworld colleges. A place whose
nane |'d never heard. That nuch came fromhis |I.D. card.



The rest . . . what he was doing on Poldrogi? . . . and,
nore to the point, what he was doing on the road where |'d
found hin? . . . was up in the air.

Skl ar, a crunpled heap in the brilliant split-second gl are of
nmy flashgun, fallen as though he'd already been in half a
crouch when he was struck down.

But no woundl ess masher beamthis, no searing |aser. Just
a rock, large and heavy, snmashed into the back of his skul
and then dropped fromthe killer's hand.

And one other itemfromthe small pile of his personal
effects on the desk top in front of the corporal

A small red box, thin, no larger than a postage stanp.

The corporal had slipped back its Iid and pushed it for-
ward for me to | ook at.

Tiny spindles, alnbst mcroscopic in size, each with a
pill-shaped swelling at one end, each nested inits fitted
pocket of soft foam

Nine or ten in all, at least tw of the pockets enpty.

"What are they?" | said, feeling the cushioning softness of
the foamwith nmy fingertip.

"You have one in your timepiece," the corporal said.
"Transmitters, identical with the one we found in your wi st-
chrono. "

W thout thinking, my eyes flicked to the rest of Sklar's
things in front of the corporal. |I was looking for a radio, an
ear pi ece, anything that mght |ook as though it could pick up
a signal

"Hi s glasses,"” | said, remenbering their heavy runs, tenple
pi eces. "Did he have a receiver in his glasses?"

The corporal shook his head. "No," he said. "And that

| eaves you to wonder still who it is that is listening to you."
He | ooked pointedly at my enpty wist. "And he nmust soon

begin to wonder how rmuch sl eep you take of a standard

day."

Pretty much the sanme thought had been nagging at ne for
some tune now. | put the box of transmitters back on the
corporal's desk. "Are you holding ne?" | asked.

He spread his hands. "Wat for? You found the body of a
visitor who died, it would appear, violently. You reported it
at once. This was nost commendabl e, particularly since it

was necessary for you to brave entering an area that had
been | ess than hospitable to you on your previous visit."

Less than hospitable. The Wayfarer's Home was the only

pl ace anywhere near to me that might have a line into the



city when | stunbled over Sklar's body. And doors-with-no-
i nsi de-knobs or no, | had a nore than public-spirited-citizen
urge to keep ny nose as clean as | possibly could.

It had occurred to ne, not too many m croseconds after

the flicker of my canera's flashlanps had identified the body
at ny feet, to wonder if Brigit's gasp, which |I'd heard when
she stumbl ed upon the body, had been caused by that sinple
findi ng?

a?

O had Sklar cone with her to what they'd planned to
make a trysting place in which she would entice ne to give
her the information they both seemed to want so badly.

Gve it to her and then, ny useful ness over, ny shield not
only vani shed, but my existence still know ng what they

t hought | knew, a nmenace to them was it Sklar who was to
cone up behind me with a rock?

And if it was, who had pounced upon him.. . and sound-
| essly?

And what cover story was Brigit rushing to spread to make
bel i evabl e her own slimclaimto i nnocence?

The Wayfarer's Hone, a potential trap once | was inside
it, had | ooked suddenly |ike a haven

The corporal was tal king. " and you have been very
patient also with nme and my poor, bunbling questions.

t hank you."

| answered himin the local idiom "No thanks are neces-
sary."

He darted me a quick glance and | learned the final reply
in the Poldrogi ritual of thanks.

"True," he said. "True."

| turned to go, but he had one nore thing to say to ne.
"Kval, if you do not already know, was not the other one's
name. "

The other one. A nman is killed and for the living who nust
find his killer he is no longer an entity, a person. He is a
body, a thing, the other one.

"I had heard,"” | said, remenbering Plagiar's anmusenent
that the transhaus manager shoul d have chosen so obvious a
name to hide behind. Kval, Smith.

"Hi s papers were not authentic, they could not be, but our

| aboratory was able to detect no difference between them and
our own issue. He, or whoever provided himw th them was

a forger of an ability I have never before encountered. Baas,
hi s name was, Mihar Baas."



And the corporal waited, his cold eyes under their sweat-
beaded brows watching me. | gave no reaction. \Wat reac-
tion was there for me to give? Mahar Baas was as unknown
a name to nme as had been the one of Piot Kval

"Where was he fron?" | asked

"Ah," said the corporal. "That is of interest It would
appear that he dropped out of sight some time ago, and with
hi m some equi prent the university people seemreluctant to
be specific about. At any rate, before he disappeared, Mhar
Baas was sone sort of |aboratory assistant at. "

And he named the planet and the coll ege from which had
cone the murdered Dr. Rolf Skl ar

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Brigit?
O the boy?

| stood on the broad step of the police barracks, my mind
racing.

It is one thing to neet a woman in the dark. It is another
to neet her and to know that she, perhaps, means for you to
be dead.

But the boy.
Skl ar knew t he boy.
Skl ar is dead.

Skl ar and Kval. Sklar and Baas ... both fromthe sane
pl anet, the same institution. Baas trying to hide,

Skl ar and the transmitters? Nothing.
Baas and the transmitters ... a menory stirring.

A menmory of an acrid chemical bite in ny nose and throat
and of the poundi ng needed on the panels beside nmy head to
bring me out of a deep sleep

Bef ore he'd awakened me to tell me of Brigit's presence in
his office topside, had Baas cracked a sl eep-gas capsul e not
too close to ny face and taken advantage of the few no-
ments so |light an exposure woul d deepen ny sleep to reach
into the wall pocket behind nmy head for ny timepiece?

But why plant a transmitter on nme? Had he recognized

Brigit, but she not hin? O did they both know fully who the
ot her was, but Baas had an end of his own in mnd? A
potential double cross?

O was he acting under instructions fromBrigit? .. . from
Skl ar ?



| shook ny head. Pl agiar.

Anton Pl agiar. He has the boy's school records, finger-
prints, photographs.

He al so knows Kval was not Kval but Baas. Knew it
bef ore Baas was dead.

O did he?

He'd said that he didn't know Baas at first under all that

fat. But had he seen himso before he was dead ... or
after?
Bef ore Bass was dead. . . . Then he could not hel p but

know of the boy with him Fraan, the transhaus-clerk
nephew.

But Skl ar had known and still he'd come after ne with his
of fer of nmoney for a boy's whereabouts.

Therefore, Fraan was not the boy Plagiar or Sklar were
after.

But Baas had tried to hide his identity behind a fal se nane
and under |ayers of body fat. Could he not have done the sane
for the boy?

Hor nones, perhaps, to hold back a child's growh or to
speed it up. Fraan had not | ooked particularly out of place
behi nd his uncle's desk when I'd first seen him

Yet, after the discovery of the body, he'd | ooked strangely
imature for the task. Barely into his teens.

A young mind in an artificially matured body?

Pl agi ar had birth records. Had he ignored Fraan because
he did not ook to be the right age?

Fi ngerprints.
Fi ngerprints and children

Children ... and institutions ... and a man so obsessed with
the finding of a particular child that he'd nounted an el abo-
rate nmagi ¢ show so that he could pursue his search from

pl anet to planet under its suspicion-diverting cloak ... would
such a man ignore any boy, regardl ess of age, when all he
needed to be sure was to check a fingerprint? O was it

simply a case of checking the ready places first, and the
nephew of a transhaus manager woul d have his turn, but in
tine.

But if he hadn't known of Baas until after he was dead, it

was still sinple enough to check the prints on anything the
boy had touched ... but the death of the uncle had brought

the boy to the attention of the police and to spirit himout of



sight was to act in the glare of an investigational spotlight

and big man or no, Plagiar was, after all, not a |loca
and he was sensitive. That he'd denonstrated by using the
magi ci an subterfuge to begin with.

But good enough, he had his finger on the boy, all that was
needed now was the patience to wait until the hue and cry
di ed down.

But that brought the useful ness of the know edge he
thought | had to an end ... he no | onger had a reason to
keep ne alive.

I f Fraan was the boy they all sought, nobody had a reason
to keep me alive ... and any nunber of reasons to want ne
dead.

| had to know if the boy and Fraan were the sane, to

know i f ny one ace-in-the-hole, blank though the card really
was, had any value toward keeping ne alive. It is one thing

to bluff with a dud card in the hole ... it is another to try it
when you do not even have a hand.

Fingerprints. It would be easy enough to get Fraan's if |
did not already have themon the receipted transhaus bills in
nmy pocket, but what did | have to check them agai nst?

Brigit might get to Plagiar's originals.
Brigit... or the bully boy.

The bully boy whom | had clipped with his own gun ..
yet who had slipped me Brigit's note ... he night.

Bet rayal .

No matter what you try to do it leads to a betrayal. A
betrayal of your own ignorance if Plagiar has already
checked the clerk and does not want him

A betrayal of the lad' s whereabouts and an end to the
supposed secret you know is keeping you alive, if the prints
mat ch.

But you have to know.
You have to know.
CHAPTER El GHTEEN

The expl osion was nore a trenbling in the ground than a
sound in the air, and I felt it, faint though it was, as | was
al nost at the spaceport perinmeter strip.

After the blast came a long, long stillness and slowy, lazily
al nrost, the colum of black, greasy-|ooking snoke began to
rise, straight up, into Poldrogi's hot, notionless air from
somewhere well beyond the | ow nud-brick buildings that hid

t he spaceport frommny view.



And with the snoke came a rush of people on either side

of me and, as | swung onto the perinmeter strip itself, from
the di stance and from nearby on the spaceport tarmac, the

red- and-yel | ow vehicles, all beeping their ear-shattering ener-
gency doubl e-note, high-low, high-low, all streaking toward
the rising colum of snoke, now beginning to flatten out at

the top as that part of it reached and mingled with the

hi gh-1 evel thermal | ayer that turned Poldrogi's heat back

down onto itself like the lid on a sizzling fryer

| knew before |I reached it what was burning.
The transhaus.

Pol drogi has no departnent for fighting fires, nor for that
matter, had any transit worlds that |1'd been on. That dirty
job is well taken care of by the spaceport itself, but the
police are a local force

| spoke to a sweaty private in the human |ine hol di ng back
a wavel i ke swarm of the curious.

"Hurt," | shouted to himover the noise of the fire ve-
hicles, the arriving police, the hoarse bell ow of comrands,
"hurt, is there anyone hurt?"

He did not look at ne, he rolled his dark eyes skyward.
"Hurt," he said. "A transhaus bl ows up and he wants to
know if there is anyone hurt."

"The clerk," | shouted, and then | recognized the squat,
red-faced figure of the police corporal in the mdst of a snall
knot of standby police.

"Corporal," |I shouted until | caught his attention; after

staring at ne a long nonment with those cold eyes, he noved
cl ose enough for me to speak to him

"Corporal," |I said to him "the young clerk, Fraan, is he al
ri ght?"

He shrugged. "For the nonent it would appear that the

expl osion originated in the manager's office. Wether the boy
was in it or not at the time we have as yet no way of

knowi ng. "

He flicked his eyes to my wist. "You are not wearing your
ti mepi ece," he said. "It is inside your compartnent still?"

| nodded. It was.

"Then | can understand your concern," he said, and he

turned his back on ne.

He turned his back on ne and left ne to stare at the back
of his red neck under the uniform cap

The police brass were gathering. | saw captain's bars,
lieutenant's, and now even the star of a police general. D d



this cool the corporal's ardor for speech ... or was his
dealing with me in this manner an idea all his own for solving
the two nurders he was saddl ed with?

O, the thought suddenly struck me, had the corporal his

own designs on the wealth, the power, the "everything" Brigit
had thought to tenpt ne with on the dark road behind the
Wayfarer's Hone?

Brigit.

A nmotion seen fromthe corner of ny eye and when

| ooked, there she was, waving frantically to ne, alnost as she
had fromthe Hone parapet before the sniper's shot had

whirred past ne; waving from behind the police |line.

The corporal's back was still to ne; | pushed ny way to
Brigit and when she saw ne comi ng, she at once began to
edge out toward the rimof the crowd.

She was by the side of her twi n-seated green-and-bl ack
ski mer when | caught up with her, her face | ooking genu-
i nely frightened.

"Anton," she said, and her voice was nore a pant than a
sounding, "Anton will want to see you. WIIl you cone?"

The note in her voice was new, and it struck nme. This was
not an order, it was not a wheedling, this was a request. One
she obviously felt | might not be willing to agree to.

And what had brought that |ook of fright to her face?

| indicated the colum of nowbillow ng snoke with ny
head. "Does he know about this?"

"I don't think so ... I'msure he doesn't... it puts a whole

new face on things. | know he will want to see you ... he
must see you. WIIl you conme?"

A new face on things. A transhaus bl ows up and suddenly
nmy inmportance is so great that for Plagiar to see ne, to talk
to me is just as suddenly for hima nust

Go with her?

Go with her with so many | oose ends, so many suspici ons,
so many scraps, but no nore real know edge than I'd had
when | faced Anton Pl agiar before ... ?

| searched ny instincts, sought the counsel of the scar on
nmy head, but that had been itching me for so long that, as a
guide at this point, it was usel ess.

| got into the skimmer ... and | didn't know if |I'd obeyed
a deep-seated inpulse ... or had seen and taken into account
t he bl ack-and-white skinmer | saw conming to a stop near at
hand.



Near at hand, but still not close upon us because of the
police turning aside of traffic.

But by this tine | was getting so that | could recognize
Pl agi ar' s bl ue-and-yel l ow bully boys at al nost any di stance.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

W were headed for Plagiar's hostel, that nmuch I could

tell fromthe direction Brigit took. It was not far, | had no
time to waste. | plunged, hoping also to nake the fear
thought I saw in her face of sone advantage to ne.

| needed all the edge |I could get.
"Thi s has happened before,” | said, and the glance Brigit
cast back at the pillar of snoke told nme that |I'd guessed

aright.

"Once," she said. "Once before, we thought we were close,
and we barely escaped with our lives."

"We?" | said.
"Anton and mnysel f," she said.
"Anton was here just now?" | said, knowi ng that only

nmonents ago she'd tal ked as though he hadn't been, that he
had to be told of the explosion

Annoyance diluted the anxiety in her face. "Of course not.
You nake a great pretense of not knowi ng things that | am
sure you do."

"I"'mnot pretending that | don't know what this is al
about," | said.

"It is enough that you know where the boy is; to know
anyt hi ng nore coul d be dangerous."

"I worry about it," I said. "I worry about things |like nore
nmoney than | can dreamof ... and power ... and a dead

man only yards fromwhere | ambeing told of these

t hi ngs."

"Sklar was a fool," she said. "A man well| educated and
fantastically know edgeable in the history of thought ... of
i deas. But he was a fool."

"He is also dead." | rem nded her. "It would be stupid of
me to say anything with a second man nurdered.”

She chewed on that one a little bit. "I can tell you
not hing," she finally said.

| reached out and cut the ignition tab; the skinmer
dropped to the pavenent and chattered to a rough stop
"Good-bye," | said. "I don't plan on talking to Plagiar, or to

you, or to anybody else until they let me in out of the



cold."

She sat a nonent in silence, then reached out a hand
toward the tab. | caught it and held it in mne while the
sil ence grew

| broke it. "I have seen the boy," | said, and for all |
knew, I m ght have.

She turned her head to look at ne intently.

| repeated it. "I have seen the boy. | want to know his rea
identity ... the reason for Anton's offer of fifty thousand
Earthside dollars."

The steadi ness of her eyes flickered and | could feel her
hand in mne go lax with resignation. | let it go and reached
for the ignition tab.

| flicked it on. The skimer rose and now she drove
al nrost dejectedly. And | saw, al so, that the stopping had | et
the bully boys catch up to us.

"Don't take it so hard," | said. "Wiat difference does it
make if one nore person knows?"

"Anton will kill me," she said, but she wasn't talking to
me, she was talking to herself.

"You and Anton know, who el se?"
"Skl ar, of course, but he is dead."
"Yes," | said. "And so is Mahar Baas."

"You knew. You knew who he really was." And it was not
a question.

| knew no nore than what the police corporal had told
me, but she gave nme the credit for knowi ng the rmuch nore
that | hoped she woul d.

"Anton knows, and | know, but Anton has been very

careful to keep it fromanyone else. He trusts his men to do
what he tells themto, he does not trust hunan nature enough
to tell them why."

| nodded but did not speak. She had in her voice that
curious blend of relief and secretiveness and she spoke al npst
half to herself.

She spoke |ike someone who has kept | ocked up inside
herself a story she was bursting to be rid of, yet one she
dared not broach even to the one other person who al so
knew it.

She was a woman with a bang-up story and she'd had it
penned up inside her for too long a tine.

I glanced back through the rear wi ndow of the tiny skim



mer. They were there. At least | saw their black-and-white
ski mrer close behind us in the light traffic, making no

pretense that they were not following us. Plagiar's bully
boys.

| looked at the | ow buil dings around us. | did not know the
town all that well, but | had the feeling that we should be
upon Pl agiar's hostel at any noment.

And | hoped that Brigit's story would not take | onger in
the telling than the tinme it |ooked like I had left in which to
hear it

CHAPTER TVENTY

| turned in my skimer seat to |look at Brigit. "You," |
sai d, "have got to be kidding."

She did not take her eyes fromthe street, the traffic in
front of and around us. "It is true," she said. "He was

wor ki ng on a biologically activated | ocki ng device, but Au-
gust Rook worked out a way to transmt matter all the
same. "

August Rook. The nane was strange to nme, but the idea
of a matter transmitter wasn't. It was on a par with buckets
of steam and | eft-handed wenches. Wth the phil osopher's
stone that was supposed to transnmute base nmetals into gold
with the universal solvent that could dissol ve everything
except what would you keep that in once you'd found
it.

No, the idea of transmitting matter was no stranger to ne,
or to anyone, and | couldn't see Anton Pl agi ar sucked into
anyt hi ng i nvol ving that gol dbrick.

Yet Brigit was deadly serious, there could be no m staking
that. But a matter transmtter?

The theory of how one shoul d work was sinple enough

For sound, you took a voice, translated it into electrica

i mpul ses, and broadcast them At the desired point you

pi cked up and retranslated the inpulses into a fluctuating
sound wave which, striking the ear of the |istener, gave you
t he voi ce effect again.

Wth an inmage you did pretty nmuch the sanme thing except

that you dealt nowwith a pattern of |ight and shade for the
eye rather than a fluctuating sound wave for the ear. And

you scanned your image pattern with an el ectronic pencil at
the pickup end ... and used anot her playing across the face
of a cathode-ray tube to retranslate the values it had picked
up into an image for the eye to see at the receiving end.

In short, select a point, gauge its value. Transmit your

el ectronic evaluation to a receiver that will reproduce its
intensity, its value in exact accordance with your electronic
instructions ... and your viewer has his point of light to see.



Repeat and repeat and repeat this gauging at incredible speed
and the pattern of light intensities this will produce on your
screen will blend and overlap in the eye of your viewer unti
the image in his mind is one he recogni zes as being that of
the thing, the person you are tel evi ew ng.

The ganbit fromtransmtting an image to transnmitting the
thing itself is easy ... and al nost inevitable.

For your scanning pencil, select a ray that will not only
take note of the surface | ook of your thing, but be capable of
goi ng beneath that surface, of penetrating into your object
itself.

X-rays exist; it is only a question of finding one that can be
focused to a fine degree, fine enough to scan your object
atom by atom

Atom by atom so that you can anal yze and identify each

and every atom contained in your object. Analyze and take
note not only of its kind and conposition, but also of its
position within the specific formof your object. This in-
formati on you, of course, make available to your transmtter
in the usual formof electronic inmpulses to be broadcast.

In your receiver you reverse the process, restoring, each
atomin its noted position, each atomof its noted kind,
restoring the | ook, the shape, the conposition of your origi-
nal obj ect

Si npl e.

Except that it is a far cry fromthe sinple reading of a
light value as reflected froma surface, and the conpl ete and
t horough analysis of the atons that go to make up that sane

sur f ace.

It is an even further cry to repeating the same anal ysis for

the billions and billions of atons that lie, not only in that
surface, but in the infinite |layers beneath it until you have
scanned, with your penetrating pencil, every single atomthat

makes up your obj ect
Yet Brigit was serious. | could not doubt that.

A confidence gane? A deadly serious one if that was what
it was. Two nen had already died that | knew of. Wre there
ot hers?

But assune the incredible. Assunme that soneone naned

August Rook had i ndeed found a way not only to analyze an

obj ect atom by atom but, what was even nore incredible,

nor e i nmpossi ble of belief, that he had found a way to
transmt this data and restore it to a tangible, a touchable,
exi stence. That he could transmt an object. That he could
translate a thing into an electronic pattern . . . and then

reassenble, froma stock of necessarily unspecified atons,
per haps even synthesizing the ones not readily at hand, its
exact duplicate at any desired point.



And that made ny m nd boggl e.

The fact that a transmitter was not necessarily a transnit-

ter alone. It could also be a duplicator . . . and the nunber of
dupl i cat es depended not upon how many objects you were

sendi ng, but upon how many receivers you had picking up

t he signals.

That if you could broadcast a signal, you could also record
it. And play back that record again and again and again .
and nmake duplicates of the record and thus increase your
original object not sinply one-to-one, but as close to a
geonetric progression as you wi shed to cone.

August Rook, |ooking for a pilferproof |ock, had destroyed
the need for factories, for whole manufacturing industries,
for warehousing facilities ... even for the fleets of cargo
shi ps that gave the reason for existence to whole worlds, to
whol e strings of worlds.

Why ship anything if you could reduce its pattern to sinple
sheets as | did nmy canera's hol ogranms, and then mail that
pattern to its destination ... at rates that were already
notori ously | ow?

Why make anyt hing nore than the one time you needed to
make it for a recordable pattern?

Why ship it? Wiy even buy it when all you needed to
possess it was access to its pattern on a bit of tissue-thin
pl astic.

My mi nd boggl ed. Boggl ed at the thought of a workable
matter transmitter, boggled even nore at the fantastic, the
al nrost unintelligible, the frightening upheaval that would
sweep over the gal axy when the inport of its existence was
realized.

Control .

And the man who had control of it ... of its secret, that
man woul d have in his hands a power the magnitude of

whi ch had never before been seen, been dreaned of, in al
the histories of all the worlds of the gal axy.

The man, it was plain, Anton Plagiar neant to be ... and
the sweat on ny face and running down ny sides was
suddenly cold as the imensity of the stakes he meant to
have got through to ne.

St akes the key to which he thought | had.

St akes Skl ar and Baas had died for ... and a key | knew
next to nothi ng about

"The boy," | said, surprised to find nyself panting a little.
"How i s the boy invol ved?"

But we were already at Plagiar's hostel, Brigit slowing to



| ook for her chance to cut across the traffic and into the
yawni ng, flat blackness that was the entrance to its parking
area ranp.

Tell me. Before | face Plagiar again, | rmust know. Tell ne
about the boy. Tell me about the boy.

The bully boys were cl ose upon us now that we were at
their honme base. Run? Qur skimer could not outdistance
their heavi er one.

The street traffic. | saw an openi ng com ng

"Now, " | said. "Now," and our skimmer shot through the

small hole in the flow. A small hole, enough to let us dart
t hrough, but not enough of a break to let the |arger machi ne
behi nd us do the sane.

W swooped down the ranp to the relative darkness at its
f oot .

"Here," | said, bringing Brigit to a stop in a patch of
shadow deeper, to my sun-accustoned eyes, than the genera
di mess of the underground expanse.

"Down," | said. "Get out and get down behind the cars
here, and stay down. Hurry."

She was puzzl ed and she | ooked it, but she did drop down
out of sight behind the row of parked vehicles I'd pointed
to.

The hostel charged better prices than the transhaus; it al so
gave its guests better service, providing two el evators for
themat the far end of the parking area instead of a between-
floors ranp.

| darted to the only one of the elevators ready and open.
st epped inside, pushed a button for the toprnost floor, and
darted out again as the doors started to close.

The enpty elevator started its rise, the indicator above its
doors slowy blinking off the first of its nunbered fl oor
i ndi cators.

| ran back to Brigit and her concealing row of vehicles and
dropped down besi de her, signaling her to silence.

Time. I'd made it in tinme. The bully boys cane down the
ranp with a swoosh, grated to a stop and ran for the second
of the elevators even as their skinmrer rocked with the
roughness of its settling.

They reached its cl osed doors and the taller one banged
out his frustration against themwith the flat of his left hand.
H's right, bandaged and stiff, identified himfor ne.

He shouted sonmething to his conpanion that | didn't catch
but his neaning was cl ear enough. Wth his splinted right
band he was pointing toward the spiral fire-ranp at the end



of the elevator wall.

They dashed for it together. At least they started to.

"Hold it."
The voi ce cane from behind me and when, still squatting
down, | turned ny head, | saw the parking area attendant. A

young man in sweat-stained blue coveralls.
And in his hand.

In his hand he held a small stun-gun and he was pointing it
not at the bully boys, but at ne.

At nme crouched beside Brigit and agai nst the row of
ski mers he was responsible for

"Stand up," he was saying. "Easy, very easy."

And as | rose up slowy, facing him mnmy arms held up over
nmy head so that he could see that ny hands were enpty, |
heard the sound of the bully boys |aughing.

CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE

| looked at the bully boys who'd brought ne up to his
suite. | looked at Brigit who seened to be interested in a
small red mark on the tip of one finger

Last of all | l|ooked at Anton Plagiar sitting behind a

small, very ornate table of native wood | hadn't seen the | ast
time | was here. Before himwas a thick sheaf of papers he
did not | ook up fromwhen | was shoved into the room

He spoke without raising his eyes, his fingers, holding a

thin gold pencil, running the lines of the papers swiftly as he
did so.
"The explosion. 1've had news of it. Was it the boy?"

Brigit answered him

"It was the sane as the last tinme. There was no chance to
see anything."

He pondered that a noment and then he | ooked up at ne,
his fingers holding his place on the paper in front of him

"You, " he said.

Atiger. Atiger with the feel about him of an unl eashing
i mpati ence. A white tiger

"You. Pike. If you have anything to say, talk."
| took the plunge.

"Anton," | said, calling himby his first name. "I think we
ought to be alone.”



H s eyes, steady on ny face, did not nmove for a |ong
nmonent. Then they shifted past me and the thin |ips under
t he mat chi ng white nmoustache seenmed suddenly to be very
easy | ooki ng.

| saw the al nost inperceptible nod of his head.

Saw the nod and felt at alnost the sane instant, on ny
ri ght shoul der, between the tip and nmy neck, the chopping
bl ow.

Felt the chopping bl ow and gasped with the unexpect ed-
ness of it and the pain.

Pain, hot, intense, flooding nmy armand ny shoul der,
maki ng themtingle with the nunb tingle of its paralyzing
shock; making ne blink with the fullness of its agony.

| was spun, sagging, half around, mnmy hand gri ppi ng of

itself nmy aching shoulder. Spun half facing the taller of the
bully boys, ny face to his patched one split in a grin from
one side to the other.

Hs left hand. He nmust have chopped down on ny shoul -

der with his left hand, his right still wore the splints and the
bandages he'd earned when | broke his fingers with his own

gun.

Weak. | felt weak as the pain in ny shoul der began to ease
or was | beginning to pass out fromthe intensity of it?

| tried to flex ny fingers and | couldn't. | shook nmy head
and felt the sweat on ny forehead fly.

And | saw the grin grow broader.

Grow broader until there was nothing in my eyes but those
teeth and the nuscul ar sweaty throat behind them

My hand.

My hand that was gripping nmy shoulder flattened itself and
noved.

Flat, it moved ... and edgew se. The short distance from
nmy pain-flooded shoulder to his throat, to the front and a
little below where it met the angle of his jaw

He was | ucky.
I was weak ... and it was ny left hand. Had it been ny
right ... and moving with nmy full strength ... | night have

smashed his voi cebox.
He was | ucky.
Had | known anything at all of what | was doing, ny body

woul d have had a practiced pattern in which to nove of
itself and he woul d have been a dead nman, losing his fight to



suck air through the weck of his throat.

He was |ucky. He was only sagged back against the cl osed

door, his eyes popped and straining, his good hand cl utching

at his throat, his mainmed one over it, the splinted fingers stiff,
the three still free of bandages w apped around their mates

in a gesture alnmost pitiful inits futility.

He gagged. He gagged and he retched red and straining
but he coul d breat he.

He was | ucky.
I was | ucky.

| felt his partner's hand heavy on ny shoul der, the fingers
cl amed and pul I'i ng.

I was lucky. Lucky that | was hurting too nmuch to be
t hi nki ng.

"Make it tough," | shouted at Plagiar. "Mke it rea
tough. Fifty thousand? Forget it. | want half. Half of every-
thing ... or forget it."

H's hand with the gold pencil in it shot up. "Dvar," he said
and the bully boy with his hand on nmy shoul der stopped in
the middle of his yank at ne.

"Dvar. Sit himdown, over here." And the bully boy had
his arms under mine and was letting nme slip down into the
broad chair Pl agiar had pointed to.

I did not try to hide ny sagging. A near-miss froma
masher beam and now this to help my strength to cone
back. | could not have concealed my sagging if 1'd tried.

The taller bully boy was | eaning against the wall on both

his outstretched arnms, head down, and the retching sound
growing less in his gasping. Neither Plagiar, nor Dvar ... nor
Brigit seenmed to be paying himany mnd.

Pl agi ar was handing nme a glass. | could not have held it in
my right hand, | did not reach for it with ny left.

Brigit took it fromhimand held it up to my |ips.

It was snooth, snooth to the point of having al nost no
feel of its omm . . . and it glowed. It glowed warmy all the
way down.

Brigit set down the enmpty gl ass and now Pl agi ar waved to
his bully boys. Waved them out of the room

And when they were gone, the one rubbing at his throat
and | eaning on the other, Plagiar sat |ooking at nme a |ong,
| ong nonent, his fingers drumm ng on the tabletop

"I't would appear,” he finally said, "that you do not take



easily to intimdation."

| was rubbing ny shoulder; it ached, but not so nuch that

| felt | was going to pass out fromit. And I wasn't about to
tell himthat ny beating his bully boy had nothing to do with
anyt hi ng except the sight of that broad, broad grin in the

m ddl e of my hurting.

"It helps to bear the pain," | said, "if you know your man
won't let himself go all the way."

Brigit cut in, talking to Plagiar. "He knows the boy."

| nodded. "That's right. | know the boy. | don't need his
fingerprints or a photograph. | can spot himas soon as | see
him"

Pl agi ar darted a glance at Brigit. "Then it was he at the
transhaus. "

| answered for her. "It was. And the place blew up as
before. "

| was telling himonly what Brigit had told ne, but in the

telling, | was hoping that he would give ne the natural credit
for knowing nore than | did.

| didn't feel the ground I was on was any the shakier for
the attenpt.

Plagiar's grin was suddenly wol fish. "You weaken your
position, Pike. You have pointed the boy out to ne. Wy
should I now l et you live?"

"You weren't listening, Anton," | said, deliberately using
his first name again. "I told you | know the boy on sight.
You don't. And the explosions nmake it clear, to nme anyway,
that you can't even get close to himw thout sonething

bl owi ng up. Mg, | don't seemto have that problem 1've
tal ked to him remenber."

For the first tine | saw that Plagiar seened to be chew ng

his lip. "If I could be sure,” he finally said. "Sklar was a fool
but a wily one. | have only your word . . . and ny reports on
him that | have been followi ng the right boy. He could have
deliberately nmeant to deceive ne ... left a false trai

hi dden t he boy el sewhere."

| had the answer to that one. At least | hoped | did. |I used
nmy left hand to take ny wallet fromny pocket, fish fromit
the | atest of the transhaus receipts.

"If I haven't sneared them" | said, and | was hoping that

by saying that | could copper my ganble if 1'd reasoned
wrong, "there should be a print or two on this that you m ght
find interesting."

| tried to put a note of confidence into ny voice ... but |
wasn't sure |'d made it



Pl agi ar took the receipt fromne, flattened it on the
t abl et op, pushing aside his papers to do so.

From an i nsi de pocket he took a flat round case about the
size of a woman's conpact. Opening it, he slid fromit a
gray, cookielike disk. There was a short handle clipped into
the top of the carrying case, but Plagiar did not bother with
it.

From his wall et he took a shaded plastic rectangle and slid
it under the flat clip that lifted up fromthe top of the gray
cooki e.

He slid a tiny lever on the edge of the disk and | heard a
faint hum

Over the receipt he noved the disk, like a man noving a

m ni ature mne detector, and suddenly | saw himand his
bully boys, and perhaps even Brigit, doing the same thing to
fingerprint records in a Home office while a performance of

magi ¢ was going on outside to divert the attention of the
staff.

Maybe ny canera-planted | aser hadn't allowed himthe

time to do the job on Poldrogi, but there nust have been

ot her places, other tinmes, in which he'd thus searched for the
trail of a boy he could know no ot her way.

The hum changed to a tiny beep and back to a hum agai n.

Pl agi ar canme back to the edge of the receipt he' d just

passed over and the beep returned to stay. It had | ocated for
hima latent print that nmatched the specinmen he'd slipped
under the clip onits top

Pl agi ar put down his print detecting device, and started to
get up, not bothering to mask the exultant gl eamthat had
cone into his eye.

"It is the boy,"
again."

he said. "Come, he must not get away

| didn't nove.
"He isn't there," | said.

Pl agi ar stared at nme blankly for a nmoment, then he

dropped back into his seat. "OF course, the explosion. It
masked his escape last time ... he'd be gone before it was set
off this tinme too."

He | ooked at me specul atively. "And you are ganbling

your life that I will not risk another such setback, but will
make use of your one remaining asset ... that you al one
know t he boy on sight."

"It is not so large a ganble," | said, "when you consi der
the stakes. Half of . . . of . . . ," | groped for a word to



descri be the magnitude of the thing that the boy could | ead
himto and | couldn't find one. " of the gal axy,"
fini shed.

"You ask a high price for so sinple a chore, Pike."

| shrugged. "I was hurting before when | said half. |I'm not
apig I'll take a third."

Pl agi ar chuckl ed. The deep-down sound he'd nmade when
the bully boy had put his hand agai nst ne and shoved the | ast
tinme I'd left this room

"Athird. Athird of all there is, is not being a pig."
And then he was talking to ne. "Pike, |I think ny pronise

to give you what you ask would not be believed by you. Wy
do you bargai n?"

It was nmy turn to laugh. | hope | nmade it sound real. If |
didn't, I had a second hope that he'd figure ny shoul der
which | was still hanging on to, hurt as nmuch as ever
"Anton," | said, "your promse is only a part of what |
want. | know the stakes, and | know the boy. But | don't
know how to use the one to get the other. Tell nme that and
"Il take nmy chances that you will keep your word."

Pl agiar did not need any tine at all to figure that one. He
held up three fingers, counting them off.

"One, the stakes. Two, the boy. Three, howto use himto

get the stakes. | have one and three, you have one and two. |
give you three, and you have all the parts to our little puzzle,
while | amleft with but ny original two. And this, you

think, will keep me honest."

"That's about it," | said.

I had no illusions about Plagiar's honesty, but | had a very
| arge reason for wanting himto think that I was trying to
protect nyself on this point and that this was the way |'d
figured to do it

My real notive was nuch nore basic than that. | wanted
to keep on breat hing.

Somewhere |1'd heard it said that he who woul d ride a tiger
nmust be prepared never to disnount And that's just where
was. Astride a very large tiger

Only 1'd never chosen to ride it, still didn't know how I'd
been euchred into it ... and prize-of-the-galaxy or no, |
want ed of f.

Being big rich was one thing, being dead rich was an-
ot her.

My nerves had been beam shattered, ny shoul der judo-



chopped. But | was still breathing ... and to keep that up |
knew | had to keep this very dangerous man convi nced t hat
he coul dn't grasp his prize w thout ne.

| heard himsigh. Deeply and | oudly. Resignation?

Had Anton Pl agiar decided to give in to what | hoped
| ooked to himlike the inevitable?

O was he hoping to con me as | was desperately hoping to
con hi n®?

I coul d not know.

All | could know was that for himthe stake was the
weal th of a gal axy.

For me, the stake was ny life.
CHAPTER TVAENTY- TWO

Anton Plagiar had a drink in his hand. My shoul der was

letting up its pain and nunbness so that | could have held ny
drink in ny right hand if | hadn't chosen to use ny left.
Brigit was settling herself very decoratively in the smaller of
the room s two sofas.

And | knew I had just about as much reason to relax as
had that |ong-ago fellow with the sword hangi ng over his
head. Danocl es.

Maybe | ess. A hair doesn't have a brain, a sensitivity, a
whi m

But | hoped my act was convincing ... at any rate, Plagiar
was tal ki ng.

"I never net Rook," he said. "I have his story from Skl ar
Sklar was his friend," and Pl agi ar | aughed when he said that
word. "His friend, the man he canme to for advice, for help
when he was troubl ed.

"Rook was |ike so many of our rimworld people, given to

much thi nki ng, much broodi ng, nmuch pondering upon the

fact of his existence, much pondering upon the harshness, the
poorness of a teacher's life."

A teacher! And | was sure | could have ganbl ed and won
that he'd taught on the same planet, at the same school, from
whi ch had conme Baas and Skl ar.

"Somet hing sinmple,"” Plagiar said, "sonething universal
somet hi ng everyone would need and buy ... that is what it
finally drifted into Rook's mnd he would need to at | east
ease the harshness of his life for hinself, and for the wife
and son he'd tried to settle down to.

"The proverbial better nousetrap was what Rook was
after ... and for himit was a pilferproof l|ock. Small,
installed without the bother of the usual wiring, operable only



by its own key and no other.

"Bi oel ectronics was his field of specialization, it was only
natural that he stay within it in the thinking out of his
| ock.

"You know | ocks, Pike. They have to cl ose when you want

themto and open when you want themto, and not in

between. Certainly not to sonmeone else's key . . . and that is

what Rook thought he'd hit upon ... a personal, private key
that could not be duplicated by anyone, that was pos-

sessed by no one el se but the man who'd set the |ock."

| could buy that. The nan who thought to use a finger-
print believed his key was unique ... but a photograph could
open his lock ... or a print.

Now a reading of the skin's potential had been added but |
knew of a way to overconme that, any photographer did ..
and anyone who didn't mind a stained thunb could open the
saf ebox at the foot of ny transhaus bunk

It was troubl esone, of course, but the answer to that was

in how big a prize you expected to pilfer. The met hod was
asininely sinple. The thunmb presented to the | ockplate had to
have a particular pattern of ridges and whorls. It also had to
be living skin to satisfy that part of the key reading.

So, coat the photographic emulsion directly onto the skin

of your thunb and print the wanted ridge pattern on it. Now
devel op and fix your thunmb as though it were an ordi nary
pre-laser, pre-electronic photo, and you have a pattern to be
recogni zed, and the real skin to back it up. The lock is open
to you.

Voi ces, retina patterns, nmany things had been tried as the
operating key to a | ock. But hoarseness could bl ow t he one,
and a retina-pattern-operated | ock had been known too often
to ignore an eyeball that was nore bl oodshot than the one
that had closed it.

What had Rook thought of that could be so unique?

"Body cells,"” Plagiar was saying. "The somatic cells of the
body. "

Body cells! Bioelectronics, Plagiar had said, was Rook's
field. The study of the electronic structure, of the electronic
functions of living organi smns.

"Soma cells!" | said.

"Yes, the somatic cells of the body. Rook figured, and
rightly so, | suppose, that nothing could be nore unique to a
man than the chronosone pattern of his body cells, and he
started with that as his key."

"Lord, to analyze a body cell down to the |ast speck of its
substance,"” | shook ny head at the magnitude of the task.



Pl agi ar shrugged. "Until we can get his trunk open, who
knows how he did it. Maybe he wasn't anal yzing the sub-
stance at all, maybe he was working on energy patterns,

el ectrical charges. Every nman approaches his problemfrom
the position of his own know edge."

The trunk, | said to nmyself, renmenbering the upended

service trunk | ook of the card-producing taboret that Brigit
and the bully boy had rolled into the roomthe last time |I'd
been here. Plagiar had Rook's trunk. Wy didn't he break it
open if he wanted what was inside of it? Unless the taboret
wasn't masking the trunk ... or there was a good reason, a
conpel ling reason, why he couldn't.

But | had to have the whole of his story. | didn't interrupt
himwi th a question that was so obvious it could be taken as
stupid. | nodded ny agreenent with his sally about the
starting point of a man's probl em sol ving approach and | et

hi m tal k.

"Rook had a head start on the device he needed to gather

the initial cell sanple. It was already a part of his work to
slice specinens into incredibly thin slices for analysis. He had
only to adapt his existing equipnment to a shape and a size he
could use with his lock."

| restrained the nod |I felt nyself about to give. | remem
bered the rubbing sensation at the tip of nmy finger when I'd
placed it on the coin-sized disk atop the taboret. It had to be
maski ng Rook's trunk

"Rook was working for simplicity of installation, with no
wiring between the | ockplate that picked up and anal yzed his
cell sanple, and the lock that recognized it. So, of course, he
used a transmitter on the one, and a receiver on the other

"According to Sklar, he intended to mniaturize his com
ponents when he had his principle worked out; neanwhile he
was usi ng whatever came to hand and payi ng no attention

for the nmoment to its size or weight, which nade for a bul ky
apparatus. And then too, he had to keep his things sone-
where safe and separate fromthe equi pnent that bel onged to
t he university. "

"So he kept themin a trunk that he could lock," | said.

Pl agi ar nodded. "Yes; he couldn't work on his lock all the
time, he had a living to earn ... and he was getting questions
and some poki ng around from peopl e from whom he was

cadging his parts; asking for informati on he needed that was
out side the scope of his own special field."

"Baas and Sklar," | said.
"Baas, but not Sklar. Sklar was his friend. Rook came to

himonly after he realized what it was that he had." And
agai n he | aughed when he said the word friend.



"He had a working transmtter of matter ... or a duplica-
tor, whichever way you want to look at it," | said.

Pl agi ar | ooked at nme a | ong nonent before he spoke.
"You were not bluffing when you wanted ny nen out of the
room You really do know what is at stake."

| shrugged, wi ncing as the notion renm nded nme of the
soreness of ny shoulder. "If you didn't think that fromthe
very first, you wouldn't be telling nme Rook's story now. "

"That is true. And then perhaps it is not. | could be
anusing myself by telling you all with the full intention of
killing you before you can repeat it to anyone el se.™

It was a possibility, but I wasn't about to add to the
pressure ny scar and ny brain were already under by giving
it to themto consider.

| came as close to a snort as | ever do. "I figure that if it's
ki cks you want, you've got better ways of getting them" and
| could only hope that | was right.

To ne, Plagiar's |augh sounded genui ne enough, but all the
same | was in no position to feel easy about it.

"I have said it before, Pike, you do not take easily to
intimdation."

It might ook that way to him but then he didn't have a
scar on the top of his head to tell himany different, a scar he
was aching to scratch and didn't dare to.

Al oud | said, "Rook didn't know he had a natter transmt-
ter until when?"

"Not until his basic unit was conplete and operating ..
and he discovered its full useful ness only when he had occa-
sion to test it."

| was renenbering that Sklar was an associate in phil oso-
phy ... a man woul d seek out a philosopher friend for help
only if he had sonmething on his mnd ... something big ..
and Pl agi ar had said that Rook went to Sklar for help.

"And the thought of all that loot in his grasp flipped hinP"
| said.

"Not just then. You nust remenber that Rook went to

work on his transmitter not for noney itself, but for the new
life he hoped nmoney would bring him... and his wife and

son. A man with that kind of a mind may find huge suns of
nmoney pl easant to think about but that contenplation
doesn't... howdid you put it... ? doesn't flip him

"Rook was excited, of course, greatly so, if Sklar was to be
bel i eved, but only excited."

"You said he found out what he had only when he tested
it."



"Yes. He told Sklar that he had the unit set up and

wor ki ng when it came to himthat he'd thought hinmself right

on past any general, any big useful ness, his device m ght have
had.

"You see, he'd wanted a | ock that would open to only the

one key ... but he'd picked a key so exclusive that only one

person in the gal axy could open his |ock once it was closed
and that he had to do personally."

| got Plagiar's point, and | could imagi ne the dismay that
nmust have poured over Rook when the same thought struck

him A lock with one key ... and one that you had to open
personally was fine. But it went too far. You wanted security,
but you didn't want to have to drop whatever you were doi ng
to go open a | ock whenever someone who had to get past it

want ed in.

You wanted a secure key, but one you could hand to

someone el se, a key you could | eave behind if you needed to
be el sewhere, a key you could send in your stead ... and you
couldn't have it with Rook's lock. It was a great idea, but it
had its real and obvious limtations.

"When the thought struck Rook," Plagiar was saying, "he
wondered if other things beside a body cell could operate his
| ock. He had a pencil in bis hand ... a netal nechanical one

he touched it to his pickup button ... and his unit
shorted out

"He tore it apart to find the trouble ... and that was when
he found the bits of netal in his |lock. Mcroscopic, but bits
of netal

"He was puzzled. They |l ooked like ... and they checked
out to be ... bits fromhis pencil top ... but he hadn't had it
anywhere near the inside mechani smof his |ock

"It was then he realized that his receiving unit wasn't just

pi cking up and identifying the pattern of inpul ses the |ock-
plate was sending to it ... it was reproducing themal so. The
body cells he'd sent through it so far hadn't shorted it... but
the first netal bits had."”

| don't knowif I'd have flipped if 1'd had all that potential
|l oot staring ne in the face, but Plagiar'd said that Rook
hadn' t

"I'f that didn't flip him" | said, "what did?"
"He was a biologist ... living organisms ... he had to
know i f he could nove sonething that was alive ... as well

as sonething that wasn't.

"Hi s equi pnrent was getting to be fairly sophisticated ..
and the questions were getting to be pretty hard to ignore,

according to Sklar. But Rook was eager and he'd found the
weak part in his devising.



"Hi s sanple-collecting unit. He'd adapted it from a speci -

men slicer so that what it did in essence was no different
fromwhat a neat slicer might do in a packagi ng pl ant

and while he could hold a bit of metal or plastic in contact
with his pickup until it had shaved off as nuch as he cared to
send, he still couldn't do the sane thing with anything alive
and expect to end up with anything nore than a bl oody

pul p.

"Speed was the answer, Rook felt. A mechanical knife
could be made to nove only so fast. But a beam of |ight.

"A beam of light could be nade to play over an object so
rapidly that the tiny point of its noving could | ook, to the

eye, like a broad flood illumnating the whole of it.
"A cutting beamof light ... noving at what, for it, was a
not inpossible speed ... perhaps it could strip away and scan

the whole of an organismin the fraction of its heartbeat."
"It worked," | said.
"It worked," Plagiar said. "On a virus. The first thing that

Rook sent that was able to nake the trip fromhis pickup to
his receiver was a tobacco npbsaic virus. It was a virus ..

but it was alive . . . and the potential of that ... the nora
aspects of it ... preyed on Rook's mind ... sent himlooking
for an answer ... for help to his friend whose special field
was the study of truth ... of underlying principles ... of

phi | osophy. "

"Sklar," | said.

Pl agi ar nodded. "Skl ar. Rook was | ooki ng ahead. Far

ahead. He felt that once he'd denonstrated the possibility of
transmtting any life, it was only a question of application, of
engi neering, of tinme, before soneone would work out a way

to transmit a man. And that is the consequence that troubled

him... the consequence he brooded over. "

It was enough to give any man pause ... a sensitive nman
hung on the one horn that neant wealth and power for him
and his fanmily ... a legacy such as no man had ever |eft
before ... and the second and noral horn that spelled out
potential chaos ... a legacy also such as no man had ever

| eft before, but of anarchy. Hung on these horns, it was not
hard to imagine the turmoil that must have been seething in
Rook.

Qutright murder, whol esal e and i n unendi ng nunber, was
only part of Rook's dilemm. To anal yze his specinmen, he
had to slice it into its conponent atons, destroy it.

Wth an object it made no noral difference. You destroyed

a pencil? You plucked its identical copy frominside your
receiver. Or its duplicate repeated end on end until you had
all the pencils you could possibly use.

But a man.



Was the man who energed from your receiver the sane
man you'd sliced to infinity?
He was?

Then who is the other who is stepping fromyour second
receiving unit? And the third ... and the fourth?

And renmenber, if you can transnit an inpulse, you can
record it.

This bit of plastic nmagnetized in a directed pattern. You
feed it into your adapted receiver and a pencil emerges.

This second bit of plastic. You feed it into your adapted
receiver ... and a nan steps out.

Is the plastic bit a man? Should you destroy it, are you
conmitting a murder? O did you already do that when you
made upon it the pattern of magnetic inpul ses?

When you recorded your nan.

When you recorded your nan.

Have you achi eved the ultinmate depersonalization of a
human bei ng?

You have said it before, when you'd taken down a man's
nane, his service nunmber, his activities, his ancestry even ..
and witten themon a card.

You' ve said that you had himdown in your file ... that he
was just a number on a bit of paper. ... "I have himon ny
card. "

But, of course, everyone, yourself included, knew you were
only using an expression ... speaking an anal ogy..

But this bit of plastic you now hold in your hand . .. ?
But murder ... ultinmate depersonalization ... they are
only on the rimof the potential

Chaos.

Two nmen with an equal and identically valid claimto a

pi ece of property ... brothers have wecked each other for
what each coveted of the other's possessions.

Covet the other's possession?

| mpossi bl e here. How can | covet what is mne own? This

other self ... nust | share of ny substance with hinf? And
this third ... and fourth? Lord, there will be nothing |left of
m ne for ne.

"Ladies and Gentlenen . . . The President of ... M.
President? M. President. Wich of you is the President. . . ?"

"Yes, Ma'am Three boys all exactly to your pattern
delivery? Wll, we're a little rushed. "

"Sir, we do not find your attitude at all reasonable. After
all, is this or is this not your signature?"

"Dear Madam We deeply regret to informyou of an



unfortunate accident. Qur equipnment is of the finest and
rarely does it jam .. . We realize the burden this places upon
you and have already witten our Congressnan. "

Yes, even a man of small inmagination mght flip ... and
Rook' s i magi nati on was anything but small.

Aloud | said, "It's enough to nake any man brood, |et
al one a man |ike Rook."

Pl agi ar shrugged. "There are nmen ... and there are
men. "
| nodded. | couldn't agree nore.

Pl agi ar went on. "At any rate, he went to Sklar for advice
to hel p himnmake up his nind.

"OfF course Sklar didn't believe the fantastic story Rook
was trying to tell him and | suppose Rook wasn't any too
coherent about it by now ... so Rook took Sklar back to bis
lab to prove to himthat he wasn't just hallucinating."

"Skl ar believed him then?"

"Sklar believed him... and in his excitenent he said

things to Rook he told nme | ater he never would have if he'd
been able to keep his head. At any rate, he said Rook
suddenly started shouting that he'd nade up his mnd ... and
tried to throwa vial of acid ... or a thermal cap . . . Sklar
wasn't clear what it was except that he knew Rook meant to
destroy his transmtter

"He pani cked, he said. He had to stop Rook, and he did.
But he said he didn't realize what he'd done until he saw
Rook on the lab floor with his head snashed in and he,
Sklar, with a heavy glass pestle in his hand.

"There' d been noise ... and now he heard soneone com
ing. He said his one thought was to hide Rook's body ... and
he did ... in the only place ready and available to himin the

few seconds tine he had left."

"In the trunk," | said. "He shoved Rook into his own trunk
and slammed it cl osed.”

Pl agi ar nodded. "Into the trunk with his transmtter, closed
the trunk, and slid it the few feet he needed to cover the
bl ood from Rook's head on the floor."

"He made it, then."

"Yes and no. The person he'd heard conming was a | ab
assi stant working | ate. "

"Baas," | said.
"Baas. Sklar said all he could think of then was to get out

of the lab and away. And he did. After all, the trunk was not
strange to the lab ... and Sklar was an associate there and



known to Baas as a friend of Rook."
"But he went back," | said.

"He went back. He couldn't put the thought of the prize
Rook had shown himout of his mind. So he went back

cl eaned the floor of blood, and got Baas to help himto his
quarters with the trunk, telling him Rook had been called
away and had asked him Sklar, to hold his trunk for him"

I remenbered what |1'd seen of Sklar and his junpiness,
and | could see a good reason for it. He had his own
dilemma goring himwth its horns.

Ditch the trunk and you ditch with it all the wealth of the
world ... keep it close and you keep close the instrunment of
your own doom should it be opened.

"Opened," | said. "Did Sklar get rid of Rook's body?"

Pl agi ar shook his head. "Rook normally kept his equip-

ment, his notes, everything together in the trunk when he
wasn't working on it. When he becane upset, he took even
greater precautions that his transnitter not be tanpered
with. Not get out and into other hands while he was naking
up his mnd about it. He not only secured his trunk with his
uni que | ock, but Sklar told me that he'd told himthat he'd
fitted it with a device that would destroy the trunk and its
contents should an attenpt be nmade to open it in a way

other than by its own | ock. He was not specific, but Sklar
believed him He did not try to open the trunk."

"Then ... then ..." | said, dunbfounded, and pointed
with nmy good armat the doorway |'d seen Brigit and the
bul ly boy emerge from wheeling a magician's taboret that
rem nded me of a trunk set up on its end, " t hen you
have . . . you still have . .. ?"

Pl agi ar | ooked at nme a | ong nonent and then he sighed.
"I sincerely would Iike to know how much you know of
yoursel f and how much you arrive at by observation and
guesswor k. "

He nodded. "Yes, Rook's body is still inside the trunk."

And now | understood Plagiar's inpatience too. It didn't
make ny shoul der feel any the better, but at least |I could
assign a reason to his testiness.

"But if the trunk is booby-trapped, and Rook's body is
inside it... and the lock is keyed to respond only to his body
cells, how. " And ny voice trailed off as | contenpl ated

the conplete bind that Sklar's nmonent of panic had put him
and Plagiar and, indirectly | suppose, ne ... into.

"But the trunk isn't keyed to Rook's cells,"” Plagiar said.

"He couldn't use his own cells to activate his equi prment. He

was working with it all the tine, touching it, scraping his skin

against it, dry cells sloughing off. No, if he'd tried to use his



own cells he could never tell if the activating cell cane from
his touch on the analyzer's button or froma random one that
had dropped into the works.

"He had to key his lock to the cells of soneone who was
not normally in the lab, yet someone avail able to himnow
and for the future . . . soneone close.”

| didn't need himto spell it out for ne any further. "Hs
son," | said. "Rook keyed the lock to his son's touch."

And now | had the answer to nmy why ... why they

wanted a boy so badly that fifty thousand was only an
amount flung out inpatiently; and why Sklar could lay in a
road with his head bashed in ... and Baas spraw ing and

| aser-lanced in a storeroom

And mmy scrape-by with a masher beam was suddenly nore
than just a nenory ... it was a chilling prom se of the
future.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- THREE
Back to the transhaus |I neant to go.

Back to the transhaus and to the one way | could think of
to make contact with the boy.

But | neant to go alone. Not with Brigit, and certainly not
with either of the two bully boys in the skimrer behind ours,
the one bully boy made easy to know by the white flash of

hi s bandaged hand.

"It is of sone consequence to nme that you not be
harmed, " Pl agiar had said to ne. "To provide you with a
smal | escort is the least | can do to ease both our minds."

Ease ny mind. ... | didn't know who'd killed Baas or
Sklar ... and | didn't know and coul dn't guess who'd had a
try at me with a nasher beam ... so that a bodyguard

shoul d have made ne feel cal ner.

But | couldn't help but wonder about the protectiveness of
the bully boy who had a broken hand, a patched-up face
and now a granddaddy of an aching throat to bring out his
warmregard for rme.

And | didn't kid nyself that Plagiar's "guards" were any-
thing but a pair of not-too-happy-with-ne jailers.

Brigit was driving as usual, and | indicated the skinmer
behi nd ours with a notion of ny head. "Your friend who
gave me your note," | said, "is he with Plagiar ... or does he

have i deas of his own?"

"I do not understand," Brigit said. But her voice didn't
convi nce ne.

"I break a finger for him yet he slips ne your note to
nmeet you out near the Wayfarer's Hone. And he does it



ri ght under Anton's nose. Wy?"
She shrugged. "He is a good friend."

"That may be," | said, "but you don't risk crossing a man
like Anton for friendship alone."

She did not change her line. "He is a good friend," but |
was rubbing the wong way fromthe sound of her voice.

It told ne what | needed to know. Any ideas | m ght have
had brew ng about enlisting Brigit's help in getting clear of

the bully boys behind us I could forget And to break and
run when next she slowed the skimer down to where

could leap fromit wthout smashing nyself up was to nake
it clear to Plagiar what was in nmy mnd

And unsuspecting was what | had to keep Anton Pl agi ar

until 1'd had my chance to contact the boy ... and to nmake a
clean break ... or at least one that had a nmore promni sing
start.

"Sklar had a fortune in his hands, and also a body he
couldn't dunp,"” | said. "I can see himasking around for a
way to exploit the one, but | don't see him bl abbi ng about
the other. How did Anton get hold of the trunk? From
Baas?"

"No," and she sounded a little relieved. | nmade a nental
note to dig a little deeper, when | got the chance, at the
connection between her and Broken-fingers behind ne.

"No, Sklar cane to Anton hinsel f."

"That is hard to believe," | said. "He knew his nurder of
Rook woul d out the noment Anton opened the trunk."

"You do not believe ne? Then | can tell you that you have
not observed Anton very closely." She paused for a long
nmonent, then added, "D d you know that at one tine Anton
was a grunt-nmonkey in an opal m ne?"

A grunt-nonkey in an opal nine.

That was backbreaki ng work and as dirty as the nane

inmplied. The opal is a peculiar stone, surrounded by supersti-
tion and no outfit of size or good sense would take the nen

or the machines to either synthesize or hunt out the few
stones there was a narket for

But al t hough the opal narket was small and uncertain, it
did exist ... and a man coul d eke out an existence of sorts
di ggi ng out the stones.

But heavy mning equi pnent ... both the shipping or the
carrying of it was out of the question ... the opal hunters
dug for themw th their backs, with their hands ... and it

was grunt work in every sense of the word.



Grunt work that killed as many in collapsing nines as died
for lack of food, or water, or air, in the harsh regions in
whi ch they had to seek the gens.

And Dr. Rolf Sklar, associate in philosophy, had tried to
tangle wits with a man who'd survived the opal digs.

But | did not believe that it was Plagiar who' d killed him
The tinme for Anton to have done that was when he'd first
| at ched onto the trunk

"I believe that Rook's body in the trunk woul dn't keep

Anton from nmaki ng capital of whatever else mght be in
there with it. But | don't believe Sklar would actually | ook up
somebody el se to do the opening."

"Tell me, of what use was Rook's device to Sklar? A

| aboratory nodel and a handful of notes ... that's all he had.
Where were the noney, the resources, the technical skills to
take the notes and the nodel and to devel op their potential ?"
Brigit shook her head. "Poor Rolf. He was |ike a nman

carrying a soap bubble in a hot wwind ... and going out of his
mnd with the fear of discovery ... and the finding of the
right person to do for himwhat he could not do for hinself.
And then there was Baas."

Baas. Baas who had hel ped himcarry the trunk to his
quarters the night he'd killed Rook

"Baas knew?" | asked.

"Sklar told Anton that Baas had cone to himthe next day
after Rook had not showed up for his classes ... and
asked many questions."

"Blackmai | ," | said.

"Not then, Sklar said. He said Baas just asked many

guesti ons about Rook, when he'd seen himlast, when he'd

been told to take care of the trunk, things |ike that. Questions
Skl ar knew woul d be the ones the police would ask him and

he took it to mean that Baas was being very careful, but that

he was letting himknow that his presence nmust be consid-

ered. At least that was Sklar's inpression then, and Baas

made it plainer the next tine he cane to him Then he |eft

no room for doubt. He wanted in, but by that time poor Rolf

no | onger had the trunk."

"Anton had ... acquired it?"

"It was a misunderstanding all around,"” Brigit said, and

she | ooked over her shoul der, al nost as though she were
afraid that the bully boys in the skinmer behind us could
over hear what she was saying. "Anton neant merely to take
advant age of Sklar's presence in his office to nake sure that
no harmcane to the trunk while they were ... negotiating
ternms."”

"You mean that while Anton kept Sklar busy, his bully



boys burgled Sklar's place for the trunk." | laughed. "D d
Anton know at the time that he ... he took the trunk into
protective custody, did he know that it couldn't be opened?"
"Not exactly. I'mafraid Sklar was not entirely open with
Anton. He'd told himwhat was in the trunk, but not that he
needed Rook's boy to open it, or that Rook had booby-
trapped it"

"It nmust have been a taut nonent when Anton found
out," | said.

"I't was not a good nmonent for him" Brigit said. "He'd

t hought to confound Skl ar and had the trunk brought in the
monent Dvar and Hort arrived with it. He'd expected Skl ar
to panic, and Rolf did ... but only with fear that Anton
would try to open the trunk."

"The boy," | said. "Anton did not try at once for the
boy~?"

"There was no point to it. It would appear that Sklar had
taken the precaution of having Baas take the boy off-planet
bef ore he approached Anton."

"Sklar trusted Baas with the boy?"

"It was a small risk that he ran. Baas was an accessory

now, and as deeply responsible in the guilt of Rook's slaying
as was Sklar hinself. And then too, Sklar had the trunk. The
boy was of little useful ness without it.

That was true enough, and | could see Sklar, a quiet and

phi |l osophi cal man until his sudden confrontation by the

vi sion of endl ess wealth and power had brought himto

i mpul sive nurder and gutted his life's teachings of any nean-

i ng.

"But the boy's nother," | said. "Baas and Sklar surely
didn't dare risk the outcry of an outright kidnapping at just
that tine."

"You do not renenber that to August Rook's wife, Sklar

was a good friend of her husband's. And Rook had been

tense . . . and worried. And that he was a noody nman

was a secret to no one. Sklar had no difficulty persuadi ng her
that it would be best for the lad's sake for himto be sent

el sewhere until the worst of what had happened to his father
was known. Then too, Baas was no stranger, but soneone the
boy knew through his association with his father."

I remenbered how Pl agi ar had started to get to his feet

and wanted to go after the boy at once when his fingerprint
detecting device had found and identified the print on the
transhaus receipt 1'd given him He would not have wasted
time in taking out after Baas and the boy. | said as much to
Brigit.

"It is a large gal axy when you are trying to track down
someone, " Brigit said. "But Anton is not w thout his resour-
ces. Baas and the boy were not difficult to trace, but we did



keep running into one setback after another. Sklar nay have
been lying to Anton, been fearful of having himcatch up with
t he boy, but he clained that Baas was not follow ng his

i nstructions as he had given themto him | think Sklar was as
surprised as anyone when a bonb bl ew out the doors and

wi ndows of the room Anton and his nmen were closing in on,

and both Baas and the boy were able to break clear of us."

"But you found the trail again," | said.

"Yes, and now we were careful. Baas seemed desperate for
some reason. Had his bonb been better arranged it would
have killed anyone who stepped into the room"

And now a second bonb had gone of f. But Baas had been
dead when this one blew. Had the boy found a new friend
or was he now on his own?

Wth Baas, he had not been able to | ose Anton. Wt hout
Baas, the boy's chances of escape seenmed to have eva-
por at ed.

Doubly so, in Anton's m nd, now that he had ne to spot
the boy on sight ... and the spaceport's routine search-robot
stowaway patrol to keep hi mon-pl anet.

| had to get away fromBrigit and the bully boys for a
quarter of an hour, at least ... and | had to do it in a way
that | ooked natural, that would bring no retaliatory action
from Pl agi ar.

Brigit would not be difficult. I had only to find a rest room
with a back door | could slip out of and back in through to
be free of her, but the bully boys...

Fifteen mnutes free of the one I'd heard Pl agi ar cal
Dvar, and his broken-fingered buddy, Hort.

Fifteen mnutes free of their seeing nme and, nore inpor-
tant, of their hearing me ... and free in a way that woul d
not bring down on ne the force of Plagiar's ire.

Fifteen mnutes to set nmyself up with a boy who' d denon-
strated, by the blast, an unsettling association w th expl osives.

CHAPTER TWENTY- FOUR
The transhaus.

W were here, Brigit bringing our skimrer to the grating
stop |I'd come to expect of her

And still | had not thought of a way, had come upon no
opportunity to grasp, to escape the surveillance of Plagiar's
bul 'y boys.

The bill owi ng of snmoke was gone, but the bite of it was
still strong in the air. Two of the spaceport's brightly yell ow
fire vehicles were still on guard, their chem cal hoses snaking



across the wal k, up the single broad step, and into the
transhaus itself, the revol ving door janmed partway open on
t hem

The police lines were there still, the big brass gone, the
crowd thinned, but mlling.

The fire hoses piled one atop the other to make it possible
for themall to enter the narrow aperture of the transhaus
door . . . and the light pressure of ny record canmera in the
pocket on the left sleeve of ny junpsuit . . . Did | have a
way to be free of the bully boys?

"You stay here," | said to Brigit. "I want to get a picture
of the crowd to study."

| ducked under the armof a police private before Brigit
could ask what | was about, and darted for the pile of hoses
in the doorway.

A picture of the crowd to study. It was standard police
procedure to photograph the onl ooking crowd at fires for the
sinmple record. Thus later, should evidence of arson be found,
the shot could be matched agai nst others taken at simlar
fires in the hope of finding a face common to all. The one
face that had a denonstrably good chance of being that of
the arsonist held in thrall at the scene of his crine.

Fraan, the boy, was not likely to be under any such
conpul sion, but | had the start of my covering excuse.

Onto the piled-up hoses | clanbered, being as awkward
about it as | dared be. A shout. Behind ne | heard a shout

and knew it to be fromthe police private |I'd darted
around.

| gave it no heed, but turned at the top of the pressed-in
pile and funbled for nmy canera.

It was up to ny eye and filmng before | felt hands upon
me. | shook nyself free, hoping to steamthe private.

| made it. His grip on me was firmand there was no
getting away fromhimwhen | et himpull ne down.

"It's nothing," | shouted to Brigit. "They can't hold ne.
I've got a right to be here." And | saw Dvar and Hort, the
bul Iy boys, but their faces were too distant for me to nmake
out how they were taking the police taking me into cus-

t ody.

"Inside," | said to the private, keeping ny voice | ow.
"Take me inside, and find your corporal for me. Hurry."

He eyed ne with suspicion plain in his manner
"Inside," | said, "and get your corporal. Hurry, please."

I think the unexpectedness of the "please" did it. He



shoved me up over the pile of hoses and inside the transhaus.
| hoped | |ooked unwilling to whoever was wat chi ng ne.

The corporal was in the ruins of the manager's office and
saw his head conme poking out even as | blinked at the
choki ng, eye-smarting stench. The damage seened confi ned
nmostly to that small room

"Corporal," |I said, "could we hurry? | haven't nuch
tinme."
"This man," the private beside ne had started to say, but

t he corporal waved himto silence.

"I will take care of it," he said and the private |let go of
my armand turned toward the doorway.

"Wait," | said to the corporal. "Could he stay inside for the
nmonent? | don't want soneone outside to see himand start
to wonder what has becone of ne."

The corporal nodded to the private and the man stayed.
The corporal's eyes were on ne. "You said you had little
tine," he said. "Little time for what?"

| notioned himto cone with ne as | headed for the down
ranp | eading to ny sleep cubicle.

| came right to the point. "Rolf Sklar and Mahar Baas. |
think I can find their killer."

Il didn't knowif | could. | didn't knowif it was one killer
or two who had commtted the crines. But | said the one
thing that | hoped woul d hook the corporal

"You were here when Baas was killed ... and you found

Sklar on the road ... or so you say. Am| to understand that
you wi sh to confess to both of these murders?"

| broke ny stride, but only barely. "Good Lord, no." And
the dismay in ny voice was so plain that it struck clearly
even in ny own ears.

The corporal showed ne his carved teeth. "My sitting duck
has had sone hunters let fly at himthen ... and he has
recogni zed a face?"

"No," | said. "But | do know things nowthat | didn't
know before, but | need a little clear tine."

W were at ny sleep cubicle now | thunbed the | ock-
plate, waited for the ding of recognition and when it cane,
took out, not ny big canera, but nmy wist-chrono.

| started to put it into nmy inside pocket. It hadn't been on
my wist before; | didn't want Plagiar to wonder when or
how |'d been able to escape surveillance to conme by it.

| started to put it into ny pocket, but then | shrugged. |



could hide what | neant to do fromthe corporal, but now he
could listen in on nme at any tine he wi shed to, night even be
nmoni toring me around the clock. | could not hide my doing

of it.

| held the timepiece before nmy face. "Fraan," | said into

it, "this is Eli Pike. You are within range of ny voice, that
much | am sure of. You are in great danger, that nuch

thi nk you know. | know why. Repeat. | know why. We nust

both escape. Repeat. W nust both escape.”

| was keeping it as matter of fact as |I could, ganbling the
doubl e ganble that it had been Mahar Baas who had lightly
drugged me and planted the transmtter in ny wist-chrono,
and that Fraan, having adopted Baas' technique of blasting
when closed in on, would al so have taken his receiver with
what ever ot her equi pment he had commandeer ed.

A rendezvous with the boy was what | hoped to arrange,

and it did not escape me for a nonment, although | was doing
pretty good at keeping it out of the front of my mind, that if
it had been he who'd blasted the transhaus office, he m ght
very well take me up on a neeting and arrange the sane

ki nd of surprise for ne when | showed up to keep it.

"Fraan," | said, "we must neet and escape together. Re-

peat. We nust neet and escape together. | will be here,"
said, naming as the place, ny sleep cubicle for the double
reason that it was the only place | was sure both of us knew
and that it m ght have sonme el enent of psychol ogi cal persua-
siveness for the boy. He'd escaped fromthe transhaus once,
he m ght feel he could do it again if | planned a trap

And al so, would Plagiar look first for himright where he'd
just run fron?

"Do not signal ne," | said, fearful that if he tried to
acknow edge ny call, he night be seen and taken

"Do not signal ne. Twelve hours," | said, naking the
calculation in ny head for a tine when we m ght have the

cover of Poldrogi's black night. "Twelve hours; | will be here
in twelve hours. Until then, do not let yourself be seen
Repeat. Do not |et yourself be seen.”

"The boy," the corporal said, "he is wanted for interroga-
tion about the fire. I nust warn you that ny nmen will be
here to pick himup."

| grabbed the sides of ny bal ding head. My tinmepi ece was
still in ny hand. If he was |istening, Fraan would have heard
the corporal and there went ny chances of his getting in
touch with ne.

The corporal treated me to a sight of his teeth again. He
brought his hand out of his tunic pocket and | sawin it the
smal | gray box of his signal damper, its amber |ight agl ow
"After all," he said, "I did not know what you were about to
say or to whom | could not let you just talk."



| nodded, but he'd cost ne precious mnutes. "Repeat it," |
said. "l nust repeat it. And you cannot station your nen

here or anywhere. The boy will see the change of routine and
stay away." | did not nention the chance of them being

caught in a bonb blast if that was the way Fraan neant to

play it. | wasn't being noble, but | didn't want a bonb safety
squad pouring over the building and its subterranean passages
to keep the boy at a distance.

"I cannot allow himto go unquestioned," the corpora
said. | glanced at ny tinmepiece. How much | onger woul d
Brigit and the bully boys stay topside w thout an edge of
action fornming on their wonderi ng what had becone of

nme?

"Tune," | said to the corporal. "I do not have tune. Keep
your nmen away and | will bring the boy to you," | said, and
hal f believed nmyself when | said it. "If they are here he
surely will not come. If you stay away conpletely, you at

| east have the chance that | can bring himto you. It is a
smal | chance agai nst no chance at all."

The corporal chewed on that a nmonment and | becane very
conscious of the smarting of ny eyes, of the sweat streaning
down ny sides and dripping fromny face.

"Done," he said. "But | nmust warn you of the risk you

take. I will not be easy with you if you are trying to deceive
ne."
He would not be easy with me . . . he would not be easy

with me if | had deception in mnd.

What woul d the boy and his explosives do if he had the
same idea about me? And what woul d Pl agi ar do?

But the amber eye of the corporal's signal danper was no
| onger burning; he'd turned the unit off.

| brought mny tinmepiece back up to ny lips. "Fraan," |
said. "This is Eli Pike. |I know that you are w thin range of
nmy voice. "

The corporal was going to make trouble for ne.
If 1'd had the tinme, | would have | aughed.
CHAPTER TVAENTY- FI VE

| thunmbed the nmagnification of my viewer to its highest

| evel and hoped that, held up to nmy eye as it was, it had
masked enough of ny face to hide my start of surprise from
Anton Plagiar, fromBrigit, fromthe bully boys.

There were nore of themnowin the suite than just the

two, Dvar and Hort, 1'd taken to be a kind of pal ace guard.
Not as many as had been swarm ng the Wayfarer's Hone,

but three pairs of them



Three pairs that did not even pretend to be doi ng anyt hing
but taking turns at keeping me under constant surveillance.

Twel ve hours, I'd told Fraan. Twelve hours. And with the
transmitter in my inside pocket, its sensitivity unknown to
me, | now had the added strain of keeping outside its pickup

area, the voices, the sounds that might nullify nmy appeal to
Fraan, if | was lucky, or lead himto think of me as an
eneny that could best be dealt with by a third bonb, if |
wasn't.

And | didn't know the limts of the pickup area.

But | did know what my canera shot, taken from atop the
pile of hoses in the transhaus doorway, had just shown ne.

My taking of the picture had been a subterfuge, sonething
to get me, unsuspiciously, out of sight while | got ny tine-
piece and its transnitter; nade ny appeal to the boy.

That Fraan would be in it | never woul d have believed.

But he was, plainly and unm stakably, his antiseptic-

| ooki ng face, the too-large-1ooking blond head tilted a little to
the side as though he were listening to nme instead of | ooking
directly at ne, |leaping out fromthe thinning cromd as ny

viewer went to its highest magnification

| shook ny head. "I don't see him" | lied. "But it was
wort h taking the shot on the odd chance that he mght stil
have been there, or cone back."

And | hoped that the boy, if he were listening, would know
that | couldn't have missed himin ny shot, know that | was
covering for himnow know and be reassured.

Pl agi ar wasn't being any help to ne. "It will be a nice

melon for us to cut up," he said. "Fifty thousand . . . fifty
t housand Eart hside dollars for the boy." And | knew that he
was tal king, not for me, but for his bully boys, keeping their
sights on sinple noney, explaining his interest in me in terns
that would mask it, but really were only the scratching of the
surface potential.

Wll, he knewthe linmts of the trust he could put in his
peopl e, or maybe he just didn't trust anyone to w thstand so
great a tenptation.

At any rate, | didn't see that it would make the boy any
the nore willing to trust me to hear of so large a price on his
head.

But | didn't know whether to be heartened or discouraged

by the sight of his face in the transhaus crowd. Heartened by
the thought that if he had Baas' receiver, he m ght know of
my act about going to sleep and, seeing ne being taken inside
the transhaus, would listen for a signal

Di scouraged. He didn't have the receiver ... and if he



had, by being topside in the crowd, he was in a good spot not
to be listening to it.

There was no help for it |I had to repeat nmy call ... and
keep repeating it as often as | could . . . and the risk of
getting caught at it was just one nore thing for nme to keep
pushed to the back of my m nd and out of ny thinking.

I coughed. | coughed heavily and, | hoped, convincingly,
groping with one hand in ny pockets for the packet of tissues
I knew | did not have.

My other hand | held over ny mouth, munbling, gasping
nmy apol ogies even as | pretended to be strangling on ny own
br eat h.

Hort, the bully boy 1'd given the aching throat to, |ooked
at me with obvious satisfaction for a | ong nonent after
Pl agi ar had waved to himto hand ne a drink

| took it fromhim "Tissues," | wheezed. "Do you have a
packet of tissues?"

And mmy gasp was one of relief mngled with satisfaction
when Brigit fished one out of her shoul der purse beside her
and handed it to ne.

"Thank you," | said, brushing it, heavy with her scent,
across ny nouth, before | put it into my inside pocket.

My inside pocket, the one which also held nmy wist-
chr ono.

Now, if ny hands renenbered their |ong-ago skill that
Pl agiar's use of a nagic show to cover his search for the boy
had brought back to nmy mind, | stood what | hoped was a

good chance of being able to palmny wist-chrono and
bring it up to ny nouth under cover of Brigit's packet of
ti ssues.

Bring it up to ny nmouth and, fromtinme to time, whisper
into it ny nessage to the boy.

Whi sper it under the untrusting eyes of Plagiar and his
bul Iy boys and hope not to be caught.

And nmeanwhile, in the next roomwas a trunk

A trunk that, if Rolf Sklar was to be believed, had been
booby-trapped by a man whose specialty was not in any field
that could be expected to give hima famliarity with the
trickiness of explosives, but in biology ... and who, nore-
over, had rigged his trap while undergoing a nental turnoil
that pressed himclose to the border of sanity.

| moved ny tongue in nmy cotton-dry nmouth, and when
coughed and asked the bully boy for a second drink, ny
voi ce cane rasping fromny throat with a hoarseness that
was all its own and none of ny doing.



CHAPTER TWVENTY- SEX

Qut side the wi ndows of Plagiar's suite the noonl ess

Pol drogi night was closing in. | saw the reflected gl are of
crime-lights and once again quieted the unthinking animal
urge to sinply break and run

There was another way to be tried first, and the tinme for it
had at |ong | ast cone.

| stretched in ny chair, made a great show ng of flexing
nmy cramnped neck, arns, shoul ders.

The two bully boys Plagiar had left with me were at the
alert at once.

| blinked at them "I don't know about you," | said, "but

the clock inside ny head says | ought to be asleep. WII one
of you call the transhaus for me and see if they're cleaned up
enough to let nme hit the sack?"

| had expected themto |laugh and to tell ne that | was
goi ng exactly nowhere. Instead, one of them got up and
wal ked to the communi cator on Plagiar's table.

He pressed down a tab, spoke into the unit and, in a

nonment, turned back to nme. "Conme," he said. "W wll take
you. "

I had all | could do to keep fromstaring at him M plan
had been uni magi native, but, | hoped, workable. |I'd expected

a |l engthy harangue at the end of which I hoped I'd get across
the idea that, if they neant to keep nme here, the |east they
could do was to let nme get my gear. Cear that | had to
col l ect personally because it was ny thunb al one that could
bring a response fromthe | ock of the safebox holding it.

Sonmewhere, sonetime during that escorted trip | hoped, in
a way as yet nebulous in ny thoughts, but hinging on what
chance woul d present itself to ne, to lose ny jailers.

Once away, | nmeant to make straight for the one place
hoped they woul d not seek ne ... the one place |'d been
telling themright along | was headed for. The transhaus.

But here were the bully boys, one of them shrugging his
shoul ders to settle his blue-and-yellow tunic on them holding
open the door for ne.

| got a second charge when we reached the parking area

| evel and stepped fromthe elevator, the bully boys half a step
behi nd ne.

A blatting sound. Twi ce, and so quickly that | could not
locate its direction.

But | heard the bully boys go down behind me. Silently
and wi thout even so much as a grunt.



I found nyself in the start of a crouch, peering around
me, not knowi ng where to | ook in the dimoverhead |lights for
t he hol der of the stun-gun

And then | saw the novement at the foot of the spiral fire
ranp and knew her even before she stepped out from behind
the shield of its upright janb.

"Brigit," | gasped, and could only stare at the weapon she
hel d I evel in her hand.

"Hurry," she said, dropping it into her purse hung fromits
strap over her shoul der, "before soneone conmes." And she
gestured in the direction, not of her small two-seated skim
nmer, but of the larger, heavier, and nuch faster bl ack-and-
white vehicle I'd seen the bully boys using.

My gasp of relief at seeing her put her blaster away was
sincere and loud to the point of enmbarrassment, but still |
hung back.

"Whose side are you on?" | wanted to know and was
rewarded by an inpatient | ook fromBrigit.

"Do not be stupid," she said. "Just how | arge a share do
you think I would get from Anton?"

"And you think I'd be nore generous?" | said.

"Since you seemdetermned to nove as swiftly as a rock,"
she said, "I will put it bluntly. I think you will be easier to
cheat. Now get in ... and hurry."

| clanbered into the ski mer beside her, |aughing, at what

| wasn't sure. O maybe it was just a senseless reaction to the
tension |'d been under these past hours ... felt no rel ease
from even now.

| weighed her sincerity for a split-nmonent, knew the effort
to be useless.

She was | ooking at me, dark eyebrows up and arched, even
as she leaned forward to fire up the skinmer's power
pl ant .

| answered her unspoken "where to."

"The transhaus,"” | said, and, for no reason at all, thought
suddenly of the red mark on her fingertip Brigit had been
exam ning as the bully boys had thrust nme into Anton

Pl agi ar' s presence, after they'd caught me crouched, with
her, behind a row of parked skimers.

The skimrer lifted up, a little heavily | thought, and
started to ease out of its parking spot ... and | got ny
| argest charge of all

Near the top of the ranp, |eaning back against the wall,
lax as only the young can be, | saw a figure.



He wore stained coveralls and his face was streaked with
pat ches of maski ng grease, but even at this distance | knew
hi m

Fraan. The boy Pl agiar hunted ... and he was here and
not beside ny bunk at the transhaus.

| was startled. So startled that | had not the wit or the
time to hide nmy start of astonishnment.

But then | caught nyself. Wy shouldn't he be here?

didn't know the range of the pickup on the transnmitter in ny
wrist-chrono, but it was plain now that the boy had been
hearing everything 1'd heard or said for sonething short of a
dozen hours.

And it was also plain that he nust be aware, by now, that

I was the only one who could identify himon sight. And it
suddenly struck me to wonder if he was here to nake our
getting together and away easier, or to safeguard at |east the
vi sual aspects of his identity by elimnating ne.

Brigit had caught ny sudden start of surprise. "Wat?" she
sai d, and she was peering up toward the head of the ranp.
"What is it? What did you see?"

"Nothing," | said. "Nothing at all."
But the boy was erect now and he was not to be m ssed.

"I see him" she said, her voice suddenly tight and excited.
"It is the boy, isn't it?"

My scar was itching, but the inpulse in me was strong.

Brigit, by blasting my bully boy escort, had thrown her lot in
with mne, but she'd also nmade it inpossible for ne to go

back to Plagiar's suite, to kill time, to wait for another
chance to neet with the boy.

It was now, or Lord knew when ... if ever.
"Yes," | said. "Slowit down. Stop. Pick himup."

But Fraan was noving, running lightly and into the
street.

And beside ne Brigit was shouting. "It is the boy! He is
getting away ... stop him... stop him... !"

Behind me | sensed a rising and when | turned to | ook I
saw Hort, a stun-gun in his left hand, thrusting up and
forward fromthe floor of the skinmmer's back seat. Dvar was
al ready partway out of the open window on his side, his
stun-gun emerging fromits holster in the singleness of his

nmotion. And | knew why the skinmer had seermed to ne to
rise heavily at its starling.

The boy was on ny side of the skinmrer and it was Hort's



m sfortune that he was too.
"Run," | shouted. "Run, it's a trap."

And even as | was straining nmy lungs, | was turning in ny
seat. It was the awkwardest of positions, and | felt in ny
shoul der the sharp hot sting of stretching tendons as
reached back and out with nmy arm

I had no | everage, | had no strength, but with my out-
stretched fingers | could slap.
And slap | did, across Hort's eyes.

It was a puny gesture, but it was effective ... and it was
the one last thing he could not take from ne,

He fell back against the seat, both hands up, their backs
di ggi ng and rubbi ng at bis eyes.

The backs of bis hands, because the fingers of one were
splinted and rigid, the other gripped and had not dropped his
st un- gun.

H s gun hand dropped. Dropped enough for ne to see the
red eye, streaming tears and glaring. The teeth bared in a
gri mace of fury.

Down came the stun-gun, inches.

Inches only until it pointed full into my face.

| saw it comng, and | tried to duck away, but my arm
over the back of ny seat, ny body tw sted, held ne.

Dvar, the other bully boy, struck down on Hort's arm but
the gun went off all the sane.

At this close range, even the cushioning of the seat back
could not save nme entirely.

| felt the nunbness strike and nmy body begin its sensel ess
sl unpi ng down.

I'd been told that to be hit by a stun-gun bolt was not
particularly painful ... but that man had either never been
hit or was a liar.

I was nunb, all right, but |I also ached all over. And

al nost wel coned the bl ackness that was nudging itself mnushi-
ly into ny brain, even though its comng would | eave ne not

knowing if my distracting swipe at Hort had given Fraan the
extra split-noment he needed to make his breakaway

good.

CHAPTER TWVENTY- SEVEN
Ti ngl es.

Tingles. Tiny, sharp, aching, like that of a |l eg that has
fallen asl eep and i s now awakeni ng.

But this leg is all up and down ny body, both sides, ny



arnms out to ny fingertips.

My scalp. Even in ny scalp | can feel the tiny needles
prickling.

| tried to nove ny head and the swelling of the needles at
nmy attenpted notion brought the streaks of red to a bursting
at the back of ny eyeballs.

Red. Red in nmy eyes and Brigit's face peering down at
ne.

Red mark on her fingertip.

Red mark like a little half moon ... on her fingertip ..
and the bully boys shoving ne into a room

And even ny fuzzing brain knew the answer to that.

Brigit, crouched down behind a skimer, her armup to
the partition close behind her, her finger pressing hard on a
but t on.

The button that was neant to sunmon the parking area
attendant from wherever he might be ... the button that
woul d | eave its hal f-moon mark on her finger fromthe
hardness of her pressing.

It had been no accident then that | had been come upon
frombehind by the attendant with a stun-gun in his hand ..
cone upon and delivered to Plagiar's |aughing bully boys.

And if it was Brigit who' d betrayed nme then, was it Brigit
who' d betrayed ne now?

"Lied," | said, and ny tongue was thick and it tingled as I
forced nmyself to nove it. "Lied, you lied to ne."

The face peering down into mine smled. "I asked what
you thought my share would be and then | told you you
woul d be easy to cheat... were these |lies?"

"Lies," | said. "Lies," and it was floating out of my mnd
why my tongue should be saying that word of itself.

| heard a man laughing. "Alittle nore tine. They al
cone out of it feeling put upon.”

Put upon.

| had been nasher-beam grazed, riot-dyed, judo-chopped
and now st un- bl ast ed.

| had been lied to, chased by a | ynch nob, and sucked into

the treasure hunt of the ages for a reason | still did not
know.
| knew | was suspect in tw killings and would be in a

third i f Rook's trunk was ever opened without it blasting
away a city acre.



Put upon. Some ape was | aughi ng because | was comi ng
awake feeling put upon

"He is grating his teeth," | heard Brigit say.
"That is normal,"” said the man's voice and now | knew it

to be that of Anton Plagiar. "It has sonething to do with the
body storing up its frustrations during the tine it cannot
nove freely, | think."

| was grating ny teeth. And now | deliberately forced the
knots at the sides of my jaws to loosen, tried to let my body

fall linmp and | oose so that the ache and the tingling would I et
up.

"CGCet himup on his feet," | heard Plagiar say. "Walk him
around, | don't want the discoloration to form"

| felt hands tugging at nme, lifting nme up, and I could do

not hi ng except go with them

Di scol oration. The sane man who'd said a stun-bolt didn't
hurt had al so said that exercise, begun as soon as possible
after control is regained, and kept up until the breathing is
heavy and the heart poundi ng, would help prevent an af-
tereffect that otherw se | eaves the body | ooking as though it
had been lightly bruised over its entire surface.

He'd been a liar about the pain, he could be a liar about

this. I wanted down ... sit... lie dowmn . . . anything to ease
the crescendo of needles that each novenent the hands

gri pping me conpelled me to go through

"He is sweating," someone said.

"Good," said Plagiar's voice. "He is over the worst of
it."

And with the first pouring of sweat | realized that even in
Pol drogi's heat, ny skin, up to this noment, had been dry
and powdered feeling.

"I"'mall right," | said, and now | could feel that the hands
gripping me had to use their strength to keep me from

jerking nyself free to stand glaring at Plagiar and the others
in the room

The others. Brigit. Dvar. Hort. The two bully boys Brigit
had bl ast ed.

The two bully boys Brigit had bl asted!
The two of them standing there, grinning at nme. Neither
of themlooking in the | east as though they'd just gotten over

what | was goi ng through

They caught ny wi de-nout hed gape and their grins grew
broader. Pl agi ar |aughed. "Surely you did not think that



Brigit actually blasted ny nen did you?"

| closed nmy mouth. "No," | nunbled. "No, | suppose
not . "

And it was beginning to soak into nmy addl ed brain that

Pl agi ar was not being solicitous for nmy wel fare when he'd
order his nen to keep the bruise effect fromform ng on ny
body. A man who wi shed to avoid police attention enough to
have hi s bodyguards use riot weapons in subduing a possible
assassin, as had the man who' d dye-stained me on the plat-
form would also not want stun-bruises to be in evidence to
spark questi ons.

And Pl agiar didn't need ne now that Brigit and maybe
two of his bully boys had seen Fraan

Now t hat my head was clearing | sensed about Pl agi ar
about Brigit, a certain air of waiting. Even Dvar and Hort
seened to have it and | had a sudden hope.

A hope that the boy, with his nmasking of grease and
coveralls, was not recognizable ... had nade it safely out of
sight and away.

Pl agiar chilled the hope al nost at once. The communi cat or
on his table rang lightly and he lifted up a tiny earpiece
before he flipped a tab.

He nodded. "Fine," he said. "And cautiously now W do
not want to startle himinto running again. And do not | et
your taking himbe seen, do you understand?"

He nodded again, said "Fine" several times nore before he
flipped the tab off again and put down his earpiece.

He did not have to spell it out for me. Hi s men could not

very well pounce upon their victimand westle himto the
ground. Not in the full glare of a city's crine-lights, not on a
strange world where they were at best but visitors.

Not if they were Plagiar's nen and practiced i n unob-
trusive action.

The boy was still at large, but fromthe | ook of Plagiar's
face it was now only a nmatter of mnutes.

So few that even now Brigit was leaving with Hort, and
knew t hat when they came back into the roomthey woul d be
wheel i ng Rook's disguised trunk before them

| had a hope left, a double one, hinging on the transmtter
hidden in ny wist-chrono in nmy pocket.

The boy, fromwhat Pl agiar had said into his conmuni ca-

tor, was not running now. M ght even think that he had | ost

his pursuers. If | could but bring ny tinepiece up to ny

mout h and speak into it secretly again, | mght still warn him
of his immnent capture ... mght still help himevade it.



And the police corporal had told ne that his people had

broken the scranbled signal the transmtter was sendi ng and
that he would be nonitoring it. If | could at the sane tine
sumon him he might arrive in tinme to catch Plagiar with
Rook's trunk ... and his dead body ... or at least get here in
time to save ny neck from whatever Plagiar had planned for

it once he was sure he had the boy.

The pressure of Brigit's packet of tissues was light in ny
pocket and | coughed and started to reach for it.

I coughed and | started to reach, but stopped in nid-
noti on.

Pl agi ar was grinning at ne and, dangling fromhis finger
pull ed at that monment fromits conceal nent in the pile of
papers on his table in front of him was my wist-chrono.
My nout h was suddenly rasping dry.

"When?" | croaked, "when ... did ... you ... ?"

"When did | first suspect what it was you were doing ..
or when did | take your chrono from you?"

"When?" | said, and ny voice was no stronger, no
cl earer.
Pl agi ar | aughed. "I took it from you when you were

unconsci ous, of course."

He turned ny tinmepiece over and | saw that its back was
open, the transmitter presumably gone. He had perhaps

t hought to cut my link with the corporal and my one hope of
hel p.

"I suspected what you were doing," Plagiar said, "when
noticed a certain arching to your hand when you had it up to
your face."

He et ny timepiece drop back onto the table, his eyes
| ooki ng vastly anused, his nmanner expansive.

Expansive. | supposed | would feel expansive too, if |
thought | had in ny grasp what Plagiar thought he was
about to have in his.

He was tal ki ng, t he pal m ng of an object does have

about it a |l ook recognizable to the knowi ng eye. Surely, Pike,
as one dabbler in magic to another, you did not really have
nmore than a forlorn hope that your little subterfuge would go
undet ected. "

I did not answer him | could not answer him He had seen
what | was about and he had used it, and ne, to bring to him
t he key he needed, had hunted, to realize his fortune.

The fortune the true proportions of which he did not trust
his men to know and, knowi ng, retain their loyalty to him



But Pl agi ar knew the true potenti al
Brigit knew the true potenti al
And | knew.

Froma drawer in his table Anton Plagiar was taking a fl at
handgun oddly shaped; one with the doubl e-barreled | ook of
a slimpencil-sized tube projecting frominside a | arger
stunpi er outer one.

A |l aser weapon ... the kind that had killed Mahar Baas.

My hope for the boy's escape was gone. For nyself there
was suddenly the racing of ny heart and the breathy, top-of-
the-lungs feeling of naked danger

CHAPTER TWENTY- El GAT

They were wheeling the trunk, in its taboret disguise, into
the room Hort pushing it, Brigit close behind him

Pl agi ar sat at his table, his laser pistol, the safety off, |ying
at the ready in front of him... and | knew what he was
saving ne for.

The trunk. Not even Dvar and Hort, the nen who had

stolen it for himfrom Sklar, knew fully what was in it. And
when the boy was brought in and the tine came for it to be
opened, | was sure that he meant to have in the roomonly

t he people who shared its secret with him

Brigit. .. and nyself.

And | did not need to wonder to whom Pl agiar intended to
del egate the not-pl easant -t o-t hi nk-about chore of actually and
physi cal |y breaking open its closed sides.

"How long," | said, intending to ask how | ong Rook had
been in it, but aloud |I said, "how |l ong have you been hunting
t he boy?"

"Months," Plagiar said. "Mnths."

And his avid stare was on the trunk, leaving me to con-
template for nyself what would hit nme when, under his gun
I woul d shove open the trunk and begin to strip it of its
secret.

Left me to contenplate the thought that, afterward, there
woul d be no appreciably greater difficulty getting rid of the
stripped trunk if, in addition to Rook's, it held a second
body. M ne.

The trunk was in the room on the wheel ed base, its sides
draped with the magi c-synbol - covered hangi ng, the coin-
sized di sk set down into what was intended to, and did, |ook
like the top of a magician's taboret.



Plagiar's laser pistol, the safety off, was very promnent in
ny eyes.

"Al'l right," he said, using his left hand to gesture at the
two bully boys whom Brigit had pretended to blast in the
parki ng area below. "Dvar and Hort can handle it, you two

go."

And when the two nmen had gone, he spoke to Hort. "Strip
it," he said, indicating the trunk. "Renove that magi c non-
sense. "

Perhaps | was junpy, ny nerves stretched taut to the point
where | could al nost hear their twang inside ny head, but I
had the feeling that Hort hesitated before he wal ked to the
taboret and started to rip away at the hangi ngs.

"The top," Plagiar said, "lift off the top and the rest wll
come with it."

Hort had ripped the hangings up the front and now he
tilted the top up and back and started to slide it free of the
trunk top.

I now saw that the disk was flush with the trunk surface
and the top connected to it in no way.

"The card production," | said, "it has no connection wth
the disk at all."

Pl agi ar | aughed. "How could it?" And then to Hort, "Bring
it here.”

But Hort had already thrust a finger of his good hand
through the hole in the taboret top he had standing on its
edge and, in a nonent, the slender wand with the card on its
tip popped out. It was still the trey of dianonds.

"A compl etely separate arrangenent,"” Plagiar said, "and it
allowed me to keep the real device available at an instant's
notice." He sounded and | ooked satisfied to the point of
smugness.

H s conmuni cator gave its genteel ding and he was at it
instantly, the earpiece to his ear.

When he put it down, | did not need to hear the words to
know what he was about to say.

"They have the boy. They are on the way."
And if he had been on his feet | was sure that he woul d
have danced a jig. As it was, he |eaned back and rubbed his

pal ms toget her.

Rubbed bi s pal ns together, his head thrown back, his
br eat hi ng heavy.

The pistol in front of him Leap for it now?



And then | saw the turn of Hort's head to | ook at Brigit,
saw her nod, saw the fat-barrel ed, carbine-Ilength weapon
cone up fromits conceal ment in the taboret hangi ngs Hort
had handl ed so awkwardly.

| heard its masher beamwhir ones ... in the direction of
Pl agiar. And then Hort had snapped it to his right, fired
agai n, and was back to cover Pl agiar

| heard the dead fall of the body and | did not have to

| ook to know that Dvar could literally not have had the tine
to know what hit him

Pl agi ar had snatched up his pistol and was firing it at
Hort.

At | east his hand was noving in that curious punping
action of a man pulling a trigger again and again ... but
not hi ng was happeni ng except that as his hand punped he
seened to be having trouble keeping his armup; staying in
hi s seat.

The masher beam |Its peripheral shock wave had struck
hi m and now his nerves were feeling the same shock effect as
had m ne when |1'd been hit on his dipping and pitching

pl atform

Hort stood his ground behind the trunk, his sniper's car-

bi ne pointing easily at Plagiar, snaking between himand ne
and I knew who it was who'd fired the shot at me at the

Wayfarer's Hone.

Who it was that had been beside Brigit on the roof,

dropped down out of sight behind the parapet, not betrayed
by her because she did not want ne, hiding in the bushes, to
know, but because she really had intended for nme to kil
Anton ... and be dropped nyself in the next instant. It was
Ant on who nust not know of Hort

And seeing ne bring my canera up to the ready she could
think only that | was taking the Anton-double to be the rea
man and neant to shoot without waiting for her signal

Stop me, she had tried, with her frantic waving, and it was
only the habit of ny hands, checking ny canera for the
strangeness of its feel, that had triggered the killer |aser
premat urely.

The killer laser that Hort had slipped into it in the brief
monent it had been out of nmy hands and sitting beside
Brigit's purse on the table outside the Home study.

| knew all these things ... and did | al so know who,
guarding Brigit during her meeting with ne in the blackness
hard by the Wayfarer's Home, a neeting he had hel ped
arrange by slipping me her note, had bashed in Rolf Sklar's
head when he had cone upon himnoving up on us in the

dar k?



It was Brigit who spoke. "You might live alittle |onger
Anton, if you will sit back and stop trying to fibre that silly
pi stol of yours. It will not work."

It wouldn't. Hort had fired his carbine, not at Plagiar, but
at the pistol on his table. A near mss would have been
enough. Its emtting crystal was fairly sturdy and m ght

survive, but the envel opes of its twi nned |ight-source tubes
were wine-glass thin and could not, and did not, withstand
the vibration of the beam s brushing touch

Anton clutched at the edge of his table, fighting to stay
upright, and | wondered if ny face had been as sick-1ooking
as his was now

But | did not dwell on the thought. Hort's carbine, snaking
bet ween ne and Pl agi ar, suddenly cane to rest on ne
al one.

"Do we need hin?" he said over his shoulder to Brigit.

She | aughed. "We don't if you do not m nd opening the

trunk yourself when the boy gets here." She indicated the
trenbling Plagiar with a tilt of her head. "Anton will be no
hel p."

Hort studied me for a | ong noment before he shot a
gl ance at the trunk

"I think I know what you nean," he said, and he
| aughed.

And it wasn't until | let it out in a noisy gasp that |
realized |I'd been holding nmy breath.

Hol ding ny breath and trying hard not to see the broken

fingers I'd given him the face patches ... trying hard not to
thi nk of the chop across his throat ... of the slap across his
eyes.

Trying hard and not nmaking it.
CHAPTER TVENTY- NI NE

Pl agi ar had noved over to the larger of the room s two

sofas. He sat back in one corner, his feet up and crossed, his
arms tight against his chest and stomach. Fromthe | ook of

his face | judged that he was getting as used to the ebb and
flow of his strength, the phasing feeling of it, as |I had when
Hort's sni per beam had whirred past ne.

"You want it all ... and you want ne dead," Plagiar said,
and he sounded as though he could not believe the words.

Brigit did not bother to smile. "I take fromyou no nore

than you tried to take fromRolf Sklar," she said. "If you had
not | eaped upon himat once and taken his trunk, he would

have had Baas cone back with the boy from wherever they

were hiding and all would have been well. He would not have



had a reason to approach nme, to persuade me to join forces
with himso that between us we could cope with what he

could not handle alone ... your greed."

Persuade her. | wondered just how hard a job Sklar had
had doing that ... and would he be alive nowif he hadn't
succeeded?

"You want ne dead," Plagiar said again, still sounding as

t hough he couldn't believe it.

He rai sed his eyes to ne. "Then you were working for her
and not on behalf of the boy when you tried to kill me with
t he weapon in your canera.”

So that was why he had covered for me with the police,
renoving the |l aser, restoring my canera. Thinking that,
working for the boy, if | were free | would lead himto him

Vll, in spite of my ignorance, | had.

| looked at Brigit. "Why ne?" | said, remenbering what
she had told me in her skimrer. "Sklar didn't give you ny
nane... tell you where to find nme. He couldn't have."

The puzzlement in her eyes | ooked genuine. "But he did,"
she said. "At first, when he told me you were an innocent he
had found for us to sacrifice so that we coul d di spose of

Anton with no risk to ourselves, | believed him But then
when | saw himoffering you all the nmoney he had, | knew
he'd lied to ne ... that you really were working with Baas
and knew where the boy was. That he'd found you and was
hopi ng, through ne, to get rid of two obstacles ... you and
Anton ... at the sane tinme."

Not all his money, | said to nyself, remenbering ny quick
glinpse of the figures on the sight-draft he'd pushed toward
me in the gasthaus, not all his noney.

And | wondered if Sklar really thought I was wth Baas

and had tried to kill me as Brigit had just suggested ... or
did he come to ne in full sight of all to drag ne like a red
herring across some unknown trail of his own?

"You are a false worman," Plagiar said to Brigit; then he

| ooked up at Hort, standing over him his carbine held | oosely
in the crook of his arm "Do not trust her as | did," he said.
"She will get to you when she is ready. She wants it all."

Hort grinned at him "You cannot get me at her throat,"
he said. "W will not fall out." And he nudged the fallen
body of Dvar with his toe. "She knows that if | hang, she
hangs with ne. It is as sinple as that."

Brigit mght have been joking, but she sounded genuinely
hurt. "Hort," she said, "you wouldn't."

He spread his grin to include her in it with Plagiar. "Do
not put nme to the test, loved one. Do not put nme to the



test."

The conmmuni cator on Plagiar's table dinged and suddenly
the color was high in Brigit's cheeks and her eyes glittered.

She reached over Plagiar to take the carbine fromHort's
hand, prodded Plagiar with it.

"Answer them" she said. "Answer themand tell them

Hort will be down for the boy. Tell themto return to their
stations, that you will need themno nore tonight. And
Anton ... do not be stupid and try to say nore."

She stood over him the carbine pressed against his skull as
he spoke. And when he was through she stepped back and

noti oned hi mback to the sofa and away fromthe comuni -
cator.

Her finger was inside the trigger guard of the carbine, its
barrel upright now, the curved butt resting on one hip. She
handl ed t he weapon with a practiced ease that killed any

t hought | might have had of junping her once Hort was out
of the roomeven as it was being born

And the sight of Plagiar's pistol, lying on the tabletop
where he'd let it fall fromhis phasing fingers, was nmade
doubly galling for me by nmy knowing that it would not
fire.

"Bring the boy up," she said to Hort. "And be sure that
you return al one."

"They will not know," Hort said. "They will not suspect."
And he was gone, leaving nme under Brigit's eyes and the
unnatural glitter that was rising in them

The silence grew until all | could hear to break it was the

heavy rasping that was the sound of my own breathing, the

low retch that was Plagiar at the turning of a phase, and now
as | strained to hear Hort's returning with the boy ... a

faintly blubbering sound that |I did not place until | saw that

it seemed to be keeping pace with the rise and fall of Brigit's

breat hi ng through her parted lips.

CHAPTER THI RTY

Sounds.

Sounds of the elevator, opening and cl osing.

Foot st eps.

Sounds of doors being opened, and cl osed, and | ocked agai n.
Sounds to raise the strain of listening to Brigit's breathing
growi ng tighter, seeing the quiver of the carbine' s upraised

tip increase, the glitter of her eyes grow gl assy.

And then Hort was in the room thrusting the boy in
before him



The boy who noved easily, unresistingly alnmost, in his
stai ned coveralls, and who did not |ose his balance at Hort's
forceful pushing.

The boy who now stood as erect as | remenbered himin
the transhaus corridor when he'd led us to the body of
Mahar Baas.

Erect, and on his face a calmthat even the streaks of
grease with which he'd tried to mask hinself could not
conpl etely hide.

"I"'msorry, Fraan," | said. "I did not nean for you to be
caught . "

H s eyes, noving toward ne, and his voice were as cal m as
his face. "You are a friend," he said, and to ne he sounded
as though he was saying it nmore to identify me for hinself
than as if he neant it to be a confort to ne.

The upraised tip of the carbine was shaking visibly and
Brigit handed the weapon back to Hort.

"Watch them" she said, and she took hold of the boy's
Wi st.

He did not nove, and she tugged at his arm "Come," she
sai d, and again, "cone.

Hort prodded himwith the tip of the carbine and the boy
| ooked at it and at himw th no change of expression that |
coul d see.

But he noved.

He noved to the side of the trunk and let Brigit lift up his
hand to the disk set into its top

Laughter. Retching, weak |aughter, but |aughter
I swung on Plagiar. So did Hort with his carbine.
Brigit stopped in md-notion, the boy's finger extended in

the grip of her hand, the tip of it pointed toward the di sk on
the trunk.

Pl agi ar | aughing. "It would be funny," he gasped, with his
weakeni ng- phase lungs. "It would be oh so funny if Pike has
led us to the wong boy."

"You are a fool," Brigit spat at him "You checked his
fingerprints yourself."

And she thrust Fraan's hand down the remaining scant
inch it had been hovering over the disk

Thrust it down and held it

Not hi ng



Not hi ng happened.

No whi ne of equi pnment activating, no click of a holding
| at ch snappi ng back

Not hi ng

The t hought of grease fromhis coveralls or his face
coating his finger occurred to her as it occurred to ne.

She lifted up Fraan's finger fromthe disk, wiped it angrily
with her skirt, the blubbering sound of her breathing grow ng
| oud enough now to be heard wi t hout straining.

Back to the di sk she nmoved the boy's hand, he all the while
wat chi ng her do so with as nuch interest as night be dis-
pl ayed by a huge doll.

Shock, | thought to nyself. The boy is in a state of shock
that borders on the catatonic.

And now she had his finger back to the disk, pressing it
down until it bent back at the joint of its tip, her own
growing white with the force of her gripping.

And still nothing.

She fell back, bew |l dernent on her face, and the boy
stayed as he had been put, his finger still on the disk

And now Brigit was staring into his face, the bl ubbering a
heave, her eyes alnost on stalks with the intensity of her
| ooki ng.

And she screaned.

A scream of rage that opened her nouth w de and brought
flecks of foamto its corners.

She screamed and she clawed at the boy's eyes.

She cl awed and even Hort took a step forward before he
saw what she was about.

She cl awed, but only at the boy's left eye, at the eyebrow
above it; he not bringing up an armto stop her

She clawed and | felt the start of a shudder as | saw the
skin come away in a clinging strip.

But it was only the start of a shudder, stopped when | saw
no bl ood, saw only the faintly-lilac-glowing "A"

An andr oi d.
Fraan was an androi d and, as such, of course coul d not

operate any cell-keyed | ock, and of course he woul d have the
real Fraan's fingerprints.



He woul d have the fingerprints of anybody you chose to
make a cast of for a pattern, and Baas had nanaged the tine
for it least that nuch.

| laughed. Laughed without ny really being able to help it.
Laughed because | suddenly renmenbered something that the
police corporal had told ne about Baas.

That when he had di sappeared fromhis university's |lab
there had gone with himequi prent that his enployers did
not wi sh to tal k about.

A biolab ... a bioelectronic device.

An android, or at |east the makings of one. And of course
they woul d not wi sh such | axness in security to be known, at
| east not until that valuable property was safely back under
wraps agai n.

Mahar Baas.

Mahar Baas was not the blackmailer coming to himfor

what he could get that Rolf Sklar had taken himto be; a
tool to be used to keep key and trunk apart until Pl agiar
could be contained or killed. Mahar Baas was, instead, the
friend of August Rook who realized that he had been duped
i nto hel ping another steal the fruits of Rook's work.

The friend who perhaps sought to recover those fruits for
Rook's son ... or at least to confirmhis suspicions as to
Rook's fate ... but who Sklar alerted to the real danger
when he spoke to him of Plagiar and the need for getting the
boy safely out of reach

The friend who stole fromthe bio lab that he worked in
with the boy's father the android he needed to be the wild
goose in the chase he neant to lead themall.

Hs trail, hidden enough to keep his pursuers unsuspecting,
yet open enough for themto follow himwhile he led them

away fromtheir real prey. Acting exactly as Sklar had told
himto, except in one respect, in one all-inportant respect

Brigit caught the thought as quickly as | did.

"Baas!" she shrieked. "Baas! He never took himaway at
all. The boy is still with his nother."

Hort. He was goggling at Brigit, the masher-beam carbine
saggi ng.

Now. Leap upon hi m now
But even as | started the nove he caught it and for ne to
conplete it neant only to throw nmyself directly into the

beam of the carbine coning up

But | had started to nmove. | could not stop now | could
only change direction



To the side | went. To the side and over the top of
Plagiar's table, tipping it over with ne.

Over and down, in a flurry of flying papers, of crashing
sound, of a sliding, wecked pistol, to crouch behind the puny
shelter of the upended top

"Kill him" Brigit shrieking. "Kill him Kill him"
"dadly," | heard Hort say. "But not with this. Not quick-
ly. Not easily. I owe himtoo much to do himthat favor."

| spun around to dart a quick | ook over the top of the
tabl e edge before | dropped down agai n.

Hort had handed his carbine to Brigit and my quick

gl i npse had shown ne himbeginning to renpve his bl ue-and-
yellow tunic. It was plain he neant to pay me back for the
broken fingers, the mashed face, the sinple indignity of his
having to take them

And beyond hi mwas the hot-eyed, wild-eyed Brigit with
t he carbi ne poi sed,

| pounded the floor with ny fist, danger and frustration
choking me ... and then | saw Plagiar's pistol ... and felt
the flail of ny record canera in the sleeve pocket of ny
junpsuit.

| snatched up the wecked pistol, pressed on its hooded
top, struggling for a breath-holding monent with its refusa
t o budge.

The masher beam if its vibration had disturbed the nol e-
cules of the netal, of what use . . . ?

The top snapped open and the gun al nost flew out of ny
hands.

| caught at it, peered inside, swearing at the sweat that
wanted to have nme killed by pouring down into ny eyes at
just this nonent.

| peered and | saw that | was right. The [ong crystal that
emtted the invisible rays that made of this laser a killing
weapon was intact, but the bits of broken gl ass denonstrated
that the tubes that were the source of exciting |ight had

i ndeed not withstood the vibration's touch. Their tiny foi
refl ectors sagged at ny touch

| put the pistol on the floor and snatched at ny sl eeve
pocket and ny record canera in it.

The windows in front of the flashtubes that provided the
light for its pictures gave me no trouble. No trouble at all,
and | threw them asi de and reached for the tiny flashtubes
they were neant to protect.

"You, behind there. Pike. Do you hear ne?"

It was Hort, ready for me now, ready and |inbering, and



havi ng his fun maki ng ne sweat.

Vell, sweating | was. Sweating and ny fingers slippery
with it, and the glass surface of the tiny flashtube they
probed at sli ck.

But | had it free of its clip.

And now | had its nmate too

The pistol.

Could I make themfit the pistol?

Short. They are a little too short to reach fromtermnal to
term nal .

"Pi ke. Conme out and | promise to kick you only when you
are down."

And he was | aughing. But now | heard hi m noving toward
ne.

Cips. Bend the pistol's clips to reach

How?

Don't have the leverage with ny fingers alone ... have no

t ool .

Foil. Foil reflectors can conduct current. Slide them Press

them down and slide thema little to make them reach

No. Too light. WIIl not stand the current. Blow out wth
first shot.

Not hi ng el se. Hort cl ose upon you

Not hi ng el se.

May not need nore than the one shot.

One shot.

Al it takes is but one shot to prove a gun works.

| slid the tiny foil scraps endw se, creasing themto nmake
contacts for my flashtubes with the pistol's clips. | slamed
shut the hooded top, canme up over the edge of the table with
the pistol in nmy hand and pointing.

Poi nti ng.

And even a pistol that you know does not work will make
you stop in your tracks, if only for a nmonent.

Hort stopped.

And then he | aughed and noved forward. And | pulled the
pistol's trigger.



I fired it.
| fired it, but not at Hort
| fired it at Brigit.

Brigit who was bringing her masher carbine to a line on
ne.

Brigit who dropped the weapon and spun back, clutching
at her side.

The left. The vibration has shifted the | enses to throw to
the left.

Hort was frozen in his tracks, staring not at ne, but at the
weapon he thought to be dead conme to life in ny hand.

| kept himthat way.

Kept himfrozen in his tracks with it and at the sanme tine
spoke to Pl agiar.

To Plagiar who, sitting back in the corner of his sofa, had
about hima waiting air that | knew fromm own experience
meant that he was waiting for a stronger point in his phasing
strength before making a | eap for the carbine lying on the

fl oor.

"Don't you try it," | said. And inched over until | could
feel it under ny hand.

Only after | had picked it up did | let nmy eyes lessen their
darting from Plagiar, sullen in his corner, and Hort, now
recovered and watchi ng ne.

And Brigit. Eyes hot with anger and pain. Hol ding her
si de, sagged down on the floor where her seared side had
dropped her.

"Back," | said to Hort, making the notion with the car-
bi ne. "Back."

And when he was clear of the tipped table | snaked
toward it sideways and hooked the cord of the fallen conmu-
ni cator with one foot.

| did not duck down behind the table, nor did I take ny
eyes fromthe three in front of ne.

| pulled on the cord with nmy foot until the conmuni cator

was out in sight. Then | squatted down beside it, pressed the
tab carrying the hostel's own synbol and, when the gentee

voi ce answered, asked for the police.

He was a good hostel man. He woul d have stalled until his
own security people could cone up and have a try at keeping
any matter calling for police attention quiet.



I cut himshort. "The city police. Anyone el se cones

t hrough the door gets a masher-beambolt in the stomach.™”
"Yessir," he said, hurriedly. "Yessir, the city police." And
could hear the sound of his funbling with the connecti ons.

| turned to the android. "Fraan," | said, "can you hold this
weapon on these people for nme?"

| was afraid that | knew the answer, but | had to ask the
guestion. There was something that needed to be done and
bef ore the police got here.

Androi ds do only what they are programmed to do, so the
one I'd called Fraan did not shake his head.

"No," it sinply said. "I am programed only for evasion
and the leaving of a trail."

And the answer told me that, while the first expl osion
Brigit had told ne of m ght have been set off by Baas, the
second was the work of the android, followi ng a preset plan
that had successfully covered their escape before.

But with Baas dead, there was no one to give it new
instructions to fit the new circunstances, so that it nust
extrapolate for itself fromnew material presented to it but
always within the framework of its old progranm ng.

And the new material had cone to it, chiefly, fromwhat it
heard ... and much of that had conme fromthe transmtter
Baas had pl anted on ne.

Wll, there was no time for ne to change that now, even

if I"d had the know how, which | didn't. But Hort could walk
up to the android and it would not resist his taking the
carbine fromits hands.

I would have to go it al one.
"You," | said to Hort. "Over to the trunk."

He stared at nme but he noved to the side of the upended
trunk.

| set the masher beamto its narrowest angle, stood to the
side, and sliced with it.

Sliced down across the hinges of the trunk to the sound of
gasps.

Li ke a keen knife the beamcould cut, and it did, and the
hinges fell free to the floor, first the one ... and then the
ot her.

The back of the trunk was unsecured. It could be spread
open now to pivot on its catches, its lock

"Open it," | said to Hort. "Shove it open fromthe
back. "



"Are you insane?" he threw at nme. "It is keyed to expl ode
the nonent it is tanpered with. The hinges. | do not know
why it has not gone off already. | will not touch it."

"No!" Brigit's gasp and Pl agi ar's weak shout had m ngl ed
with and been alnost lost in the sound of Hort's protest.

"Open it," | said.

Qur eyes | ocked. Locked and held and | was bringing up
the nmuzzl e of the carbine when | heard a smashi ng outside
t he door.

"Pike," | heard, and | recogni zed the voice of the corpo-
ral.

"In here," | said, and ny relief at hearing the stocky
corporal's voice was nmixed with my chagrin at having failed
to do what | felt nust be done.

"You got here nore quickly than | expected,"” | said to the
corporal when the roomwas swarm ng with his nen.

"W were already on the way when we got your call," he
sai d.

"How?" | wanted to know, thinking of ny wist-chrono
enptied of its transmtter and ny communi cation with the
corporal cut.

For an answer he plucked fromhis ear the small, anten-
naed shell of a receiver. He felt ny left sleeve. "Your small
canera, where is it?"

And when | had retrieved it fromthe floor behind the

upended table, he held the receiver close to it and | heard the
begi nni ng of feedback; the unm stakabl e hi gh-pitched protest

of a receiver too close to its transmtter

"When we found the packet of transmitters on Sklar, |

t ook advantage of the opportunity to plant a second one in
your canera." The corporal smled. "I did not nention it at
the tine for fear that knowing of it mght inhibit you."

And the corporal's sitting duck had led himto the killer of
Baas.

Skl ar.
It had to be Skl ar.

Skl ar, feeling secure that Baas was keeping Plagiar and the
trunk and the boy away from each other, comng to Baas for

a pigeon. Sklar, who knew Rook's son and who woul d know

the instant he laid eyes on the android how Baas had tricked
hi m

Know and be furious ... and in that fury kill as he had
killed before.



And then, his fury spent, would realize that Baas had nmade
his plan work all the better, and that now he, Sklar, alone
knew that the boy was still back at the start of the trail

That he need only find another decoy to send Pl agi ar after
whi |l e he, Sklar, backtracked. And that decoy he knew he had
when his and Brigit's plan to have ne kill Pl agiar m ssed.

A decoy who needed only a little play-acting on Sklar's

part to becone colored with the appearance of authentic-
ity.

Pl ay-acting. Like pretending to be convinced with the

others that | was Baas' acconplice and ny know edge of the
boy's whereabouts m ght be bought with all his noney ..

and yet, after finding the transmtters, not wholly sure that |
wasn't.

Al'l his noney drawn to prove his sincerity; only half of it
offered to ne because he needed the rest to run when he was
ready, and he could not trust me not to pick it up and run on
my own no matter how little I knew.

Pl ay-acting to convince the others, and in the course of it
and his need to be sure about nme, getting his head bashed in
by Hort.

| nodded at Hort, at Plagiar, at Brigit, all guarded by the
corporal 's nen.

"What will become of then®?" | asked.

The corporal shrugged. "Plagiar? | cannot say. But the one
called Hort is right. They will hang together, he and she."

| | ooked at the trunk. "You know what is in the trunk?"
said to the corporal

"Yes. | know what is in the trunk." He | ooked at ne.
"You knocked the hinges off. Why?"

| did not answer him but kept |ooking at the trunk. "Can
we open it?" | said. "Al one?"

He took a long time answering and when he finally spoke,
his voi ce sounded as though it were conmng fromfar away.
"It can be arranged.™

And when, under his direction, the room had been cl eared
and the prisoners noved to the anteroom he canme back in
and cl osed the door behind him

"I will help you," he said.
But with his hand on the trunk he hesitated. "Wy are you

so certain that it will not blow us to the sky the instant we
spread its sides?"



"I never net Rook," | said. "But no matter what story he
told to keep people from nosing around, | don't see a man
who could worry hinmself half out of his mnd that what he'd
stunbl ed onto would hurt humanity, setting a trap to kil
even one man, |et al one whoever m ght be near hi mwhen he
got curious about the trunk."

"You are sure of this reasoning," the corporal said.
"I would stake ny life onit," | said.

"You are ... and mine as well."

And he bent his back and we shoved open the trunk.

EPI LOGUE

Snoke | ayered the air of the roomin w sps and shards.
Red-eyed, the corporal batted at it with his hands.

"He was a one to keep many notes, this August Rook," he
sai d.

| nodded. | had taken apart what | could of Rook's device,
smashed with the butt of the carbine what | could not.
Wthout the notes the corporal and | had burned, it could not
be recogni zed for what it was, |let alone reconstructed.

"You are al nost finished?" the corporal said.

"Yes. The disk on the trunk, |1've left that where it is. It's
not hi ng nore than an adapted bio slicer, and someone may
have noticed it and would ask about it if it's gone.™

The corporal nodded. "It is done then, and we wll speak
of this ... youand Il... to no one."

From t he open w ndow came the sound of a police vehicle
approachi ng. The doubl e hi gh-1ow beeping of it should have
sounded no different fromthat of any other. Yet this one had
about it a certain inperiousness, a note of self-inportance.

The corporal sighed audibly and redoubl ed his batting at

the snmoke. "It is the general,” he said. "This promises to be a
case of much inportance. Plagiar is a big nan, and we have
not had a quadruple killing on Poldrogi ever before. The

general has a long and sensitive nose and | would not w sh
for the snell of burned papers to intrude itself upon his
t hi nki ng. "

"Don't worry," | said. "If he believes anything of what

Plagiar and Brigit try to tell him you can always fall back on
there being a thermal device in the trunk that went off and
burned everything the instant the vibration frommny carbine

hit the hinges."

But all the sane | got to ny feet and started hel ping him
swat the shards of snoke toward the open w ndows.



